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The availability and ease of access to online bachelor’s degree programs has led 
to a dynamic shift in the world of higher education. While overall, there has been a 
decrease in student enrollments, distance student enrollment has been growing. 
According to a report by the Babson Survey Research Group, between the fall of 2012 
and the fall of 2016 students pursuing higher education at all levels across degree-
granting institutions fell by 3.8%. During the same four-year period, the percentage of 
those students choosing to take all or some of their courses at a distance increased from 
25.9% to 29.7%. Among all students taking courses at a distance, approximately half are 
exclusively taking online courses. In light of this national student data, some argue that 
distance education is in fact shifting into the mainstream of higher education, rather than 
being marginal or unconventional.  
While growing online enrollments may breed optimism, online students are more 
likely to experience feelings of isolation and lack of motivation and self-direction, often 
contributing to high attrition rates and low completion rates compared to their on-campus 
counterparts. Institutions struggle to find ways to best support online learners and address 
common challenges that most students face who enroll exclusively in online degree 
programs. Studies have demonstrated that sense of belonging is a critical component to 
the retention of students enrolling in traditional campus courses, but a substantial gap 
exists in the literature on sense of belonging in online learners. This study filled a gap in 
the research by focusing on distance learners and sense of belonging, specifically if they 
experience it, if it matters to their satisfaction, persistence and academic success, and how 
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the institution fosters a sense of belonging among them. This mixed methods study 
sought to fill a gap in the research by asking (a) To what extent do distance students 
report a sense of belonging to the institution? (b) Does a sense of belonging play a central 
role in distance students’ satisfaction, persistence, and success at the institution? and (c) 
What can the institution do to promote a sense of belonging in distance students?  
Through the use of an online survey, this study found that distance students 
experience a sense of belonging to the institution, measured by the University Belonging 
Questionnaire (UBQ), and that belonging was strongly correlated with their satisfaction 
and intent to persist. Additionally, both quantitative and qualitative data indicated that 
faculty and staff play a critical role in facilitating distance students’ belonging. 
Participants reported that attending university events, either in their area or on campus, 
specifically made them feel most connected to the institution. Finally, data analysis 
indicated that White students experienced stronger sense of belonging to the institution 
than students identifying as other race/ethnicity groups. Implications for practice and 
recommendations for universities managing online programs are  discussed. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
The availability and ease of access to online bachelor’s degree programs has led 
to an interesting shift in the world of higher education. While overall there has been a 
decrease in student enrollments, distance student enrollment is growing. According to a 
report by the Babson Survey Research Group (Seaman et al., 2018) utilizing the National 
Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS), students pursuing higher education at all levels across degree-granting 
institutions fell by 3.8% between the fall of 2012 and the fall of 2016. During the same 
four-year period, the percentage of those students choosing to take all or some of their 
courses at a distance increased from 25.9% to 29.7%. Among all students taking courses 
at a distance, approximately half were exclusively taking online courses. In light of this 
national student data, Xiao (2018) argued that distance education—education that uses 
technology to deliver synchronous or asynchronous instruction to students separated from 
the physical campus—is in fact shifting into the mainstream of higher education, rather 
than being marginal or unconventional.  
With uncertainty around national funding for higher education at an all-time high, 
student attrition impacts institutional bottom line. Institutions that implement practical 
solutions to enhance the student experience and better support a growing population of 
online degree-seeking students will weather the impacts of reduced government funding 
in higher education far better than those who cannot. Simpson (2008) explained that an 
investment in higher education provides returns for students, institutions, and 
governments, and that the return on investment for institutions that provide distance and 
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online learning depends largely on retention rates. Simpson cited a long history of 
institutions using proactive support of online students to positively impact distance 
learner retention. For example, Ohio State University invested $345,000 to increase 
retention rates by 5%, a 625% return on investment, which yielded $2.25M in increased 
tuition revenues. A national study on student satisfaction that included 641,800 students 
from 896 colleges and universities showed that online learners (73%) were more satisfied 
overall with their educational experience and more likely to enroll when compared with 
various groups of students, including students attending four-year public (56%) and 
private (56%) institutions, adult undergraduate students (69%), graduate students (67%), 
and community college students (64%) (Ruffalo Noel Levitz, 2018). The author 
speculated that the significant representation of adult learners in the community college, 
graduate school, and online environments contributes to higher satisfaction rates. 
However, most research has cited high attrition rates and low completion rates in online 
learning, indicating there is much work to be done.  
While growing online enrollments may breed optimism around overall declining 
enrollments, online students have been more likely to experience feelings of isolation and 
lack of motivation and self-direction (Abrami & Bures, 1996; Rush, 2015), often 
contributing to high attrition rates and low completion rates compared to their on-campus 
counterparts. Attrition rates for distance students are estimated to be between 10% and 
80% (McClendon et al., 2017). Given the IPEDS data above, it is clear that universities 
have a much harder time retaining distance students than they do recruiting them. 
Institutions struggle to find the best ways to support online learners and to address 
common challenges that most students face when enrolling exclusively in online degree 
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programs. Studies have demonstrated that sense of belonging—a students’ feeling of 
connection to the institution—is a critical component to the retention of students 
enrolling in traditional campus courses; however, there is limited research focused on 
distance learners and sense of belonging. Furthermore, there is minimal research focused 
on how institutions foster sense of belonging in students studying at a distance. This 
mixed methods study aimed to fill a gap in the existing research by exploring if online 
learners experience a sense of belonging to the institution, how they describe that 
experience, whether belonging is connected to metrics of student success, and what role 
the institution can play in fostering that sense of belonging.  
Chapter 1 includes the background of this topic, the conceptual underpinnings for 
the study, purpose of the study, research questions and methods, and definitions of key 
terms.  
Background 
On a foundational level, the problem of practice at the center of this study is the 
poor retention and support of online learners. Research of online learner success has 
historically focused on the academic aspects of distance learning—pedagogy, course 
design, and the curricular experience. This study focused on the student experience of 
online leaners outside of the classroom, their sense of belonging in the online 
environment, and what institutions may do to nurture sense of belonging. To properly 
examine the issue of poor retention in distance students and why it is a concern, 
enrollment trends must be understood.  
A report on distance education enrollment found that in 2015, almost 5 million 
undergraduate students and just over 1 million graduate students were enrolled in 
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distance courses (Allen & Seaman, 2017). Distance education has become more the norm 
than the exception in the last decade and primarily serves nontraditional adult learners 
nationally (Merriam & Bierema, 2014). Increased enrollments coupled with high attrition 
rates indicate an urgent need for evidence-based solutions that address the success of 
distance students.  
 According to Merriam and Bierema (2014), adult online learners should belong to 
online communities that encourage positive social interactions. While literature often 
points to various external variables of student success and challenges for adult and online 
learners, such as time management, family and employment obligations, and access to 
support resources, we know that online learner retention is affected by internal variables 
as well. Those internal variables include self-esteem, sense of belonging, and ability to 
connect to peers, faculty, and staff (Merriam & Bierema, 2014). Internal variables can be 
more difficult for adult learners to address when studying online as they have less 
opportunity to build connections to campus, faculty, staff, or fellow students. Many 
support services targeting adult and online learners primarily address external variables. 
Services designed to increase self-esteem, provide connections to support faculty or staff, 
and foster a sense of belonging could help mitigate high attrition rates in distance 
learners.  
Conceptual Underpinnings for the Study 
According to Jevons (1984), the “distance” in distance education is in fact not 
only specifically geographic in nature but also a metaphor for the student’s integration 
into the institution. Aspects of integration that appear in the literature, such as social 
integration, sense of belonging, and sense of community, are largely interrelated. 
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McMillan and Chavis (1986) provided a broad definition of sense of belonging as “a 
feeling that members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another in 
the group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their commitment 
to be together” (p. 9). The concept of integration, often the foundation of belonging in 
higher education research, begins with one of the most often-cited works exploring social 
integration of college students, Leaving College: Rethinking the Causes and Cures of 
Student Attrition (Tinto, 1987). In this work, Tinto highlighted students’ peer 
relationships in terms of their impact on positive social integration and therefore retention 
at the university. More recently, Strayhorn (2012) developed a working definition of 
sense of belonging that refers to “students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling 
or sensation of connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, 
accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the group (e.g., campus community) or 
others on campus (e.g., faculty, peers)” (p. 3). He argued that the human need to belong 
takes on varied and heightened importance in situations where individuals or groups may 
feel especially unsupported or unwelcomed. Based on this argument, it is reasonable to 
assert that distance learners experience support and acceptance differently than traditional 
on-campus learners mainly because their access to and interaction with campus is 
distinctly different. Therefore, it is plausible that sense of belonging in online students 
may vary from that of traditional on-campus learners. 
Research on sense of belonging in postsecondary students explains that students 
will foster this sense in various areas of the institution and at multiple levels. When a 
student feels a sense of belonging in a particular class, or class belonging, they are more 
confident and motivated to accomplish success in the classroom (Freeman et al., 2007). 
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The authors asserted that the feeling of belonging is demonstrated by increased 
participation in class discussions and a higher level of mastering the material presented in 
the class. The concept of class belonging is especially salient in online learning 
environments because most of distance students’ interactions with the institution occur 
through their coursework. However, another concept explored by the authors is one of a 
broader sense of belonging on campus, or university-level belonging, not often 
considered in reference to distance learners. Freeman et al. (2007) found that a student’s 
social acceptance was a significant positive predictor of a sense of university-level 
belonging. Furthermore, the results from their study indicate that “students’ sense of 
social acceptance, by both fellow students and university personnel, might be the most 
important variable in relation to the sense of belonging” (Freeman et al., 2007, p. 216). If 
university-level belonging is critical to sense of belonging, institutions serving distance 
students should pay more attention to how they are fostering this among online learners 
outside of the course experience.  
University-level belonging and campus climate go hand in hand. Cress (2008) 
defined campus climate as “the metaphorical temperature gauge by which we measure a 
welcoming and receptive, versus a cool and alienating learning environment” (p. 96). 
While online students experience campus climate and university-level belonging 
differently than their counterparts on campus, they are important to the student 
experience, nonetheless. Due to large online populations at many institutions, it is 
conceivable that distance students are in fact creating their own campus climate within 
those institutions. However, few studies exist that examine the role of belonging in the 
online student experience. This study, meant to explore sense of belonging of online 
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learners at a large public institution with strong online degree programs, will shed some 
light on students’ experience with sense of belonging in an online environment.  
Sense of belonging is an aspect of the student experience that the institution can 
influence by offering intentional and relevant student support. Using predictive modeling 
to explore attrition of online students, Brindley (2014) stated that dropouts most often 
occur during the first distance education course, indicating that early institutional support 
focused on belonging could increase retention of distance students. In further exploration 
of online student support services, Brindley cited the Western Cooperative for 
Educational Telecommunications (WCET) model for developing online learner support 
(Figure 1). This model consists of a suite of five integrated student services 
recommended to support online learners—administrative core, communications and 
information, academic services, personal services, and student communities.  




WCET Model for Developing Online Student Services  
 
Note. From “WCET LAAP Project: Beyond the Administrative Core: Creating Web-Based Student 
Services for Online Learners,” by P. Shea and S. Armitage, 2002, WCET, p. 3 
(https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED536193). 
One strategy institutions have used to address online learner support is offering 
services intended to help students build community, shown in the WCET model as the 
“student communities suite” (Figure 1.1). However, this segment includes only two 
services, student activities and student population segments, neither of which indicates a 
strong university commitment to sense of belonging. The practices alone of offering 
student activities and student population segments do little to contribute to an overall 
sense of belonging. The model fails to acknowledge that online students may be seeking 
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real connections both to campus-based communities and other online communities within 
the university, both of which could foster a sense of belonging in distance students. Sense 
of belonging is impacted by a student’s perception of feeling supported, accepted, and 
cared about by others at the institution. It is reasonable to explore other aspects of the 
online student experience to understand how belonging is experienced by students 
studying at a distance. More importantly, it is worth examining the institution’s role in 
fostering belonging in online students and what universities can do to improve that sense 
from afar.  
Purpose of the Study 
The problem presented in this study is that of poor retention and completion rates 
among online learners. Research has shown that sense of belonging significantly impacts 
retention of on-campus students; however, there is little known about the impact of 
belonging on distance students. A proposed solution to low retention of online students is 
to foster a sense of belonging among distance students and explore what services and 
experiences increase that sense of belonging. To do this, we must know if online students 
experience a sense of belonging; if it impacts their persistence, satisfaction, and success; 
how they describe the experience of belonging; and what the institution can do to foster 
their sense of belonging to the university. The purpose of this study was to measure 
distance students’ belonging to the university, give voice to their experiences of 
belonging in the online environment, and explore the role of the institution in 
contributing to their sense of belonging. There is little research on sense of belonging in 
online learners, which may be true for two reasons. First, lack of research could be based 
on the assumption that it is not important to this group of students compared to those in 
SENSE OF BELONGING FROM A DISTANCE 
 
10 
traditional on-campus environments. Second, we do not actually know what contributes 
to a sense of belonging in distance students. For that reason, the following research 
questions guided this study.  
Research Questions 
1. To what extent do distance students report a sense of belonging to the institution? 
2. Does a sense of belonging play a central role in distance students’ satisfaction, 
persistence, and success at the institution? 
3. What can the institution do to promote a sense of belonging in distance students? 
Research Methods 
This study used convergent mixed methods design, collecting both quantitative 
and qualitative data in a single phase, analyzing the data separately, then merging data 
sets to interpret results (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The goal of this study, to develop a 
deeper insight into sense of belonging in online learners, required the use of a mixed 
methods design. Many aspects of belonging can be measured quantitatively through a 
survey instrument. In this study, comparison of self-perceived belonging and instrument-
driven belonging scores and whether or not belonging matters to distance students’ 
satisfaction, persistence, and success were analyzed using quantitative data. However, 
there is also a need to understand how online students describe and experience the 
concept of belonging more robustly and the institution’s role in that experience; 
therefore, a qualitative component to the study was required as well.  
This study sought to generalize findings across a population, adult and online 
learners, but also sought to develop a more detailed understanding of the concept of sense 
of belonging for that same population, therefore warranting a survey that used both open 
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and closed questions. This study used retention and persistence theory combined with 
adult learning theory as the overarching conceptual framework to guide the research 
addressing poor retention of online learners. Sense of belonging, as a tool for retention 
and persistence of online learners, served as the theoretical framework through which this 
study addressed the problem. For this study, the combination of quantitative and 
qualitative data allowed for the development of a more complete understanding of 
belonging in online learners as well as the institution’s role in fostering belonging, 
implicating programmatic changes that may need to be considered by institutions serving 
online learners (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
Data was gathered from Oregon State University (OSU), a large public land grant 
university situated in the Pacific Northwest of the United States. It enrolls approximately 
30,000 students per year and has strong online degree programs, enrolling close to 10,000 
purely distance undergraduate and graduate students each year. At the time of this study, 
OSU offered more than 55 fully online degree programs to students in all 50 states and 
more than 50 countries around the world. 
The data for this study were collected through an online survey distributed to 
students who were pursuing their OSU degree completely online, were enrolled in spring 
2019 or summer 2019 quarters, and had completed a minimum of 24 credits at OSU. The 
online survey gathered information from participants on their sense of belonging using 
questions developed by the researcher as well as questions about their satisfaction, 
intentions to persist, and success at the university. The survey also asked open-ended 
questions about students’ positive and negative experiences as well as times they felt both 
connected or a lack of connection to the university to better understand how students 
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experience and describe a sense of belonging and what OSU has done to contribute to 
their sense of belonging. The survey also included all 24 questions from the University 
Belonging Questionnaire (Slaten et al., 2018), but some language modifications were 
made to be inclusive of distance students. Finally, the survey collected demographic 
information from each participant.  
Definition of Key Terms 
The topics explored in this study are distance education, online learners, and sense 
of belonging. To ensure consistency and clear understanding of this research study, the 
following terms have been defined.  
According to the Digital Learning Compass: Distance Education Enrollment 
Report 2017 (Allen & Seaman, 2017), the term distance education is defined as 
“education that uses one or more technologies to deliver instruction to students who are 
separated from the instructor and to support regular and substantive interaction between 
the students and the instructor synchronously or asynchronously” (p. 6).  They also define 
a distance education course as one that is exclusively delivered via distance education. 
Therefore, the term distance student, for the purposes of this study, has been defined as a 
student who is pursuing a degree exclusively through distance education courses. In this 
study, the terms distance student and online learner are used interchangeably.  
The term sense of belonging for the purposes of this study has been defined using 
Strayhorn’s (2012) definition: “students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or 
sensation of connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, 
respected, valued by, and important to the group (e.g., campus community) or others on 
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campus (e.g., faculty, peers)” (p. 3). The term belongingness is used in this study to 
indicate the sense of belonging one feels.  
Summary 
The purpose of this study was to give voice to distance learners, exploring their 
experiences of sense of belonging in the online environment and the institution’s role in 
fostering their sense of belonging, demonstrating a need for further research into the 
topic. This chapter offers a background of the problem, poor retention and completion 
rates in online learners, with supporting enrollment and attrition data. This chapter also 
outlined the conceptual underpinnings of the problem, including the role sense of 
belonging plays in student retention and how online learner support services can impact 
sense of belonging. Next, this chapter stated the purpose of the study, provided a brief 
overview of the methodology to be used, and defined key terms. Chapter 2 offers a more 
advanced and thorough review of the literature related to adult learning theory, retention 
and persistence theory, and sense of belonging. Chapter 3 provides an overview of 
research methods, research questions and hypotheses, data and collection, validity and 
reliability, and data analysis. Chapter 4 presents findings, and Chapter 5 provides 
discussion, implications, limitations of the study, and suggestions for future research.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
The availability and ease of access to online bachelor’s degree programs has led 
to a dynamic shift in the world of higher education both in terms of overall enrollment 
and more equitable access to higher education by diverse populations. Overall, there has 
been a decrease in student enrollment; meanwhile, distance student enrollment has been 
growing. While growing online enrollments may breed optimism, online students are 
more likely to experience feelings of isolation and lack motivation and self-direction, 
often contributing to high attrition rates and low completion rates compared to their on-
campus counterparts (Abrami & Bures, 1996). Throughout the literature, attrition rates 
for distance students are estimated to be between 10% and 80% (McClendon et al., 
2017), which translates to a substantial loss of tuition revenue for universities in a time 
when uncertainty surrounds national funding of higher education. Furthermore, the 
attrition of these diverse adult learners results in issues of equity and creates a direct 
conflict with the access-focused mission of distance education. Institutions struggle to 
find ways to best support online learners and address common challenges that most 
students who enroll exclusively in online degree programs will inevitably face, such as 
time management, family and employment obligations, and access to support services. 
Studies have demonstrated that sense of belonging is a critical component to the retention 
of students enrolling in traditional campus courses (Freeman et al., 2007; Hurtado & 
Carter, 1997; Morrow & Ackermann, 2012; O’Keeffe, 2013; Strayhorn, 2012), but a 
substantial gap exists in the literature on sense of belonging in online learners. This 
mixed methods study sought to fill a gap in the research by asking (a) To what extent do 
distance students report a sense of belonging to the institution? (b) Does a sense of 
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belonging play a central role in distance students’ satisfaction, persistence, and success at 
the institution? and (c) What can the institution do to promote a sense of belonging in 
distance students? 
 The literature reviewed for this study falls within three primary topic areas. 
Retention and persistence theory and adult learning theory combine to serve as the 
overarching conceptual framework to better understand the phenomenon of poor 
retention of online learners. Sense of belonging, explored as a tool for retention and 
persistence of online learners, serves as a theoretical framework through which the 
problem is viewed and potentially addressed (Figure 2.1).  
Figure 2.1 
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The issue of poor retention in online learners demands attention as enrollments in 
distance education continue to increase. Institutions have begun to realize the financial 
benefits of offering degrees online, but few have addressed high attrition rates in distance 
students, which impact the degree to which universities can rely on this source of tuition 
revenue. Students pursuing a degree from a distance, often adult learners, are managing 
various aspects of life in addition to pursuing their education. This can lead to 
distractions as well as feelings of isolation in regards to the institution and their peers. 
Sense of belonging has been found to be integral to on-campus student persistence and is 
worth exploring as an aspect of the online student experience.  
Adult Learning Theory 
 Given that the primary audience of distance education in the United States has 
been nontraditional adult learners (Merriam & Bierema, 2014), the concept of adult 
learning theory must be explored as a foundational framework from which to view the 
problem of poor retention in online learning. Adult learners bring various and unique 
perspectives to higher education, including that of their own experience in the workforce, 
which often differs from the traditional-aged college student pursuing their degree shortly 
after completion of high school. As institutions have not historically catered educational 
offerings to those at a distance or with conflicting obligations, adult learners’ access to 
higher education has been limited. Online learning presents adult learners with accessible 
opportunities to re-engage with their education on their terms and in their time. Adult 
learning theory, by no means a new concept, has evolved over the last 70 years starting 
with the work of Malcolm Knowles (1950), who acknowledged that at the very root of 
adult learning is a desire to improve oneself because there is a gap between one’s goals 
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and one’s reality. Regardless of the motivations in which adult learners seek higher 
education, Knowles claimed that adult learners were negotiating many competing 
interests and navigating multiple responsibilities outside of their pursuit for education, 
which still holds true today. These added obligations have the potential to influence 
progression towards their educational goals and are worth educators’ attention in 
preparation of serving adult learners.  
Most of the research to date investigating the online student experience has 
focused on teaching and pedagogy. Knowles (1950) offered 11 principles of adult 
teaching, not all of which are relevant to this particular study. Five principles in particular 
align with other topics throughout this review of the literature, including the development 
of a friendly and informal learning environment, the assumption that students want to 
learn, the recognition and use of the students’ experience in learning activities, the 
allowance of students to learn at their own pace, and the assurance that the student is 
aware of their progress and accomplishment (Knowles, 1950). Similarly, Merriam and 
Bierema (2014) suggested that adult online learners must have both technical skills and 
open attitudes toward online learning, be prepared for and interested in learning and 
pursuing education, and most importantly should belong to online communities that 
encourage positive and social interactions, indicating that Knowles’ research is still 
applicable today.  
Following Knowles’ initial work, adult education theorists around the world 
began studying and developing the theory of adult learning. At the same time as the 
expansion of research, we saw increased government spending towards adult education 
(Knowles, 1970), acknowledging a trend worth our nation’s attention. In 1970, Knowles 
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introduced the concept of andragogy as “the art and science of helping adults learn” (p. 
38). He explained that the concept of andragogy recognizes that adult learners possess 
unique characteristics that require different techniques, principles, and strategies than 
those used to teach children, known as pedagogy. He went on to explain that: 
Andragogy is premised on at least four crucial assumptions about the 
characteristics of adult learners that are different from the assumptions about child 
learners on which traditional pedagogy is premised. These assumptions are that, 
as a person matures, 1. His self-concept moves from one of being a dependent 
personality toward one of being a self-directing human being; 2. He accumulates 
a growing reservoir of experiences that becomes an increasing resource for 
learning; 3. His readiness to learn becomes oriented increasingly to the 
developmental tasks of his social roles; and 4. His time perspective changes from 
one of postponed application of knowledge to immediacy of application, and 
accordingly his orientation toward learning shifts from one of subject-
centeredness to one of problem-centeredness. (Knowles, 1970, p. 39)  
This set of assumptions is applicable to modern-day adult learners given the self-directed 
nature of online learning, which allows students the opportunity to utilize and build on 
existing skills from the workplace, apply new skills to their work immediately, and 
continue to find motivation in their identity and goals other than ones related to 
education.  
However, Merriam and Bierema (2014) outlined various critiques of andragogy 
that must be acknowledged. First, the research exploring Knowles’ assumptions about the 
characteristics of adult learners has delivered mixed results. Each of these assumptions 
appears to be “situation-dependent,” meaning that adults can be motivated or pressured to 
pursue education for a number of reasons, some of which may not be intrinsic in nature, 
and others may be completely rooted in the student’s joy of learning for the sake of 
learning. Second, in their review of many critiques of andragogy, Merriam and Bierema 
(2014) cited that it over-generalizes a rather diverse population. The adults in Knowles’ 
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studies were primarily White men from middle-class backgrounds who were educated 
(Merriam & Bierema, 2014). Nonetheless, while adult learners tend to represent broad 
diversity in age, gender, race, ethnicity, and purpose for pursing higher education, they 
also tend to bring a common set of characteristics. Commonalities often include working 
full or part time, caring for dependents or aging family members, being financially 
independent, and overall taking on more roles in their lives than traditional-aged students 
(Bourdeaux & Schoenack, 2016). Many of these characteristics overlap with those of 
distance students, who are utilizing technology to access higher education when they 
want and from where they want while managing various other aspects of their lives. The 
fact that online education primarily serves adult learners is evidence of the commonalities 
in the two student populations. Many researchers have written about the diversity of adult 
learners and the many identities they bring with them as a response to the historically 
homogenous definition of andragogy (Bronte, 1997; Nesbit, 2005). Studies that have 
brought a more inclusive perspective to the field of andragogy have both challenged and 
extended the work of Knowles and given researchers a more stable foundation from 
which to explore issues related to adult learner success.  
 In a long-term study of careers, Bronte (1997) interviewed 150 people and found 
that more than half of participants experienced their most creative period of life at the age 
of 50, closer to retirement than initially thought. Three distinct groups surfaced in this 
study of adults. Homesteaders, who stayed in the same career throughout their lifetime, 
had all chosen careers that held significant intrinsic variety. Transformers were those who 
had made one major career change at some point in their lifetime. The causes for the one-
time shift varied, including being let go from an existing job, revisiting earlier career 
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aspirations, or simply wishing for a change. The third group that emerged, explorers, 
were those who appeared to experience growth in each career by mastering it, then 
moving on to find a new challenge. Explorers experienced multiple career changes 
throughout their lifetime. This study demonstrated the diversity in which adults 
experience and change careers and concluded that as life expectancies lengthen in 
society, education will become a recurrent activity. Continuing to serve individuals at 
different stages of life and with unique and varied motivations for seeking education 
demonstrates the diversity of the adult learners we serve in higher education. Another key 
difference that exists among adult learners is social class, which is responsible for 
constructing unique barriers to education. 
 In a review of the literature addressing socially constructed identities and adult 
education, Nesbit (2005) found that the topic of social class was often absent from the 
conversation. He insisted that “although social class is rarely evident in adult education 
discourse, no one should doubt its existence” (Nesbit, 2005, p. 12), indicating that 
exclusion of the topic in research does not translate to an absence of social class diversity 
in adult learners. Securing economic stability and becoming more engaged citizens, 
Nesbit pointed out, are the results of expanded access to education for many adult 
learners. Differences in social class often come with contrasting access to money, 
mobility, and encouragement to pursue higher education.  
As adult learning theory literature continues to include more diverse learners, we 
find an overarching concept that encourages practitioners to honor each student and the 
experience they bring with them into the learning environment. Adult learning theory will 
continue to be a significant guiding framework as support of adults, especially ones 
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studying online, evolves into proactive and scaffolded support that aims to gradually 
allow learners to hold themselves accountable for learning and success in the classroom 
(Brindley, 2014). While research on adult and online learner success often points to 
various external variables and challenges for adult and online learners, we know that 
online learner retention, similar to that of on-campus student retention, is affected by 
internal variables as well. Internal variables can include self-esteem, sense of belonging, 
and ability to connect to peers, faculty, and staff (Merriam & Bierema, 2014), which tend 
to be more difficult for adult learners to address when studying at a distance. Combining 
adult learning theory with research on college student retention and persistence provides 
a conceptual framework and foundational understanding of uniqueness among college 
student populations. The retention and persistence of adult and online learners is worth 
further exploration, both from a research perspective and in search of practical strategies 
to ensure institutions can support the increasingly diverse population that online learning 
is attracting.   
Retention and Persistence Theory 
 Adult learners will choose to leave an institution if the environment is not suitable 
for their need for autonomy (Knowles, 1970). To better understand how adult and online 
learners can be retained and encouraged to persist through graduation, the research on 
retention and persistence at the postsecondary level related to traditional students must be 
explored on a basic level. This section identifies key pieces of literature focused on 
retention and persistence of all students, then shifts focus to the target population of this 
study, adult and online learners. It is worth noting that the literature on retention and 
SENSE OF BELONGING FROM A DISTANCE 
 
22 
persistence often includes the inverse concept of attrition, which is threaded throughout 
this section as well.  
 In his own review and synthesis of empirical literature, Spady (1970) identified 
two operational definitions of college dropout that are generally accepted. The first 
includes anyone leaving the college in which they are registered, and the second includes 
anyone who has enrolled but never received a degree from any college. While the first 
definition is easier to track and assess and is often cited as the definition in studies and 
literature, the second is a more accurate representation. The second definition 
acknowledges the nature of modern-day students to enroll in and depart from multiple 
institutions before completing their degree. This is especially relevant when approaching 
retention as a national problem across many institutions. Knowles (1950) claimed that the 
purpose of higher education is to “produce mature people, and through them, a mature 
society” (p. 8). If this is true, then we must recognize that where a student graduates from 
is not as meaningful as whether or not they do in fact graduate. Researchers cannot ignore 
that students will enroll and withdraw until they find a place or time in which they can 
succeed. As Spady (1970) pointed out, “Given the diversity and range of institutions of 
higher education in the United States, mobility between institutions and availability of 
alternative colleges certainly play a role in the attrition process” (p. 66). Almost 50 years 
later, that holds true as the market has expanded with advances in technology 
streamlining distance education. Today, students have more options than ever, which 
makes the tracking of retention and attrition far more difficult.  
According to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), 
completion of a degree is only reported and tracked by the institution in which the student 
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received a degree from (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). For example, a student may 
be counted in attrition data at one institution, but if they have re-enrolled elsewhere and 
found success, they will be counted in retention and completion data at a second 
institution. This student would remain a point of failure for their first institution, when in 
reality the student did end up succeeding, though it was elsewhere. Historically, 
institutional retention and attrition were seen as an academic issue; however, Spady 
(1970) made the bold statement that both “academic and social systems of the university 
are regarded as important frameworks from which the dropout process must be 
examined” (p. 64). His work helped to lay the foundation for future retention theorists, 
such as Vincent Tinto and Alexander Astin. 
College Student Retention and Persistence 
When American higher education was being established and education was 
considered to be a privilege not accessible by all because of prohibitive costs and 
unidentified need to attend (Cohen, 1998), it is likely that retention and persistence may 
not have been concerns. However, the American higher education system became more 
accessible with the addition of the Morrill Act of 1862, which granted state and federal 
land to institutions seeking to provide education to all. As our paradigm has shifted and 
we have continued to transform into a system that does not seek to weed students out, 
college student retention naturally arose as a research area within education. In 
examining the research around college student retention and attrition, three themes 
surfaced as relevant to this study: the integration of the student into the institution, the 
role of the institution in retaining students, and the intersection of those as a shared 
responsibility.  
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While Spady (1970) was the first to state that universities must look at both 
academic and social structures when examining student retention, Tinto took that a step 
further. In his 1987 work Leaving College: Rethinking the Causes and Cures of Student 
Attrition, Tinto sought to develop a theory of student departure, exploring the character 
and causes of the phenomenon as well as the nature of successful retention programs. 
Tinto reported that approximately 44% of new college entrants were departing their first 
institution by the start of their second year in college. Of those departing, less than half 
transferred to other institutions; the rest left the system entirely at that time. Out of 
concern for those patterns, he introduced the concepts of academic and social integration 
as critical components of the retention, persistence, and completion of college students. 
Academic integration was described as students’ connections to the intellectual aspect of 
college and social integration as students’ connections and relationships outside of the 
classroom. Similarly, Astin (1994) explored questions around lack of community in the 
modern university, with a focus on causes, consequences, and possible solutions. He 
highlighted sense of community as a component of student attrition, which asserts that a 
lack of student community negatively affects a students’ overall satisfaction with their 
college experience. He went on to state that “as a matter of fact, lack of student 
community has a stronger effect on satisfaction than any of the other 150 institutional 
characteristics that we included in our study” (Astin, 1994, p. 17). Astin found that a lack 
of community also impacted the academic development of many skills associated with 
the goals of higher education—critical thinking, writing skills, cultural awareness—
confirming the potential effect on student persistence in a university environment. Spady, 
Tino, and Astin’s theories centered on concepts of community, academic, and social 
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integration and are student-centric, focusing on the student and their opportunity to 
integrate into the campus culture in order to persist and succeed. The focus, however, 
should be on the institution’s role and responsibility to decrease attrition by providing 
opportunities for students to find community.   
At a fundamental level, it made sense to focus on the student as researchers began 
to explore issues with retention and attrition, but as studies progressed, researchers 
examined this phenomena with a critical eye. Nearly 25 years after his first book, Tinto 
(2012) published Completing College: Rethinking Institutional Action, in which he 
asserted that although access to higher education had more than doubled—from 9 million 
students in 1980 to over 19 million in 2011—overall graduation rates had barely 
improved. At this time, approximately 63% of incoming college students would complete 
a four-year degree. In light of this, Tinto emphasized the institution’s role in helping 
students achieve with calls to action focused on organizational change and culture. He 
stated that institutions need to be “intentional, structured, and proactive in their pursuit of 
student success” (Tinto, 2012, p. 103), highlighting the need for collecting and analyzing 
student data, developing plans and interventions to enhance student support, and actively 
pursuing student success as an institutional goal.  
Even with a shift to institutional responsibility, Tinto’s work illustrated the 
existence of a systemic problem and how the student experience impacts persistence and 
completion. However, many critics of Tinto’s work have pointed out that his models and 
theories cannot be effectively applied, nor are they inclusive of many marginalized 
student populations—students of color, students with low socioeconomic status, and non-
traditional learners. As higher education continues to serve a more diverse population, 
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research in retention and persistence must be inclusive of the evolving demographic that 
we strive to serve. Tinto himself outlined three limitations specifically of his model of 
student disengagement from higher education: (a) insufficient emphasis of the role of 
finances on student persistence; (b) inadequate differentiation of institutional transfer and 
total withdrawal from higher education; and (c) absence of attention to the varying 
experiences of students of different gender, race, and social status background (Tinto, 
1982). In the same article, Tinto (1982) stated that we cannot be discouraged by existing 
models that do not account for diversity in settings in which higher education takes place 
but rather encouraged to explore other areas not yet adequately addressed by current 
research. In response to Tinto’s work, researchers emerged who primarily focused on 
developing theory and models of retention that were inclusive of diverse populations (e.g. 
Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado et al., 2010; Lane, 2016; Swail et al., 2003). 
Subsequently, in search of models that were more inclusive and therefore 
representative of an authentic student experience, researchers approached retention and 
persistence by examining what lies at the intersection of student integration and 
institutional responsibility, and using that information to develop models that can be 
broadly applied across student populations.  For example, Swail, Redd, and Perna (2003) 
developed Swail’s Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement (Figure 
2.2). In this model, academic, social, and institutional factors converge to create the 
student experience. According to Swail et al., the triangle is representative of complex 
internal processes that foster a student’s ability to persist where the three sides of the 
model “each represent a particular force on a student, represented by the area inside the 
triangle” (p. 76). The area external to the triangle, Swail et al. pointed out, symbolizes the 
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outside variables that impact a student’s development and decision making in college. 
The social factors listed in Swail’s model include characteristics and backgrounds that 
students bring with them to their college experience, while the institutional factors cover 
the services provided by the college. The academic factors represent the intersection of 
student and institution as these factors are often the result of students realizing gaps in 
their preparation for university studies and both the offering and utilization of 
institutional services to develop the skills needed to succeed.  
Figure 2.2 
Swail’s Geometric Model of Academic, Social, and Institutional Factors Impacting 
Student Persistence and Achievement  
 
Note. From Retaining Minority Students in Higher Education: A Framework for Success, by W. S. Swail, 
K. E. Redd, and L. Perna, 2003, Wiley, p. 77. Copyright 2003 by Wiley Periodicals. Reprinted with 
permission. 
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Swail’s model was intended to help practitioners understand student persistence, 
the factors that interact to support or hinder persistence, and how the institution is 
involved in the process that leads to retaining students. In this model, student persistence 
is achieved when the student is in equilibrium, meaning that the forces of academic, 
social, and institutional factors are balanced to provide opportunities for growth and 
development resulting in persistence. Attrition therefore occurs when the student is not in 
equilibrium. The triangle is almost never truly equilateral, according to Swail et al. 
(2003), as each student is unique in their needs requiring the model to shift and evolve in 
many ways while still providing balance for that individual student to persist in their 
education. Swail’s model, however, fails to acknowledge that persistence, often 
associated with success, is defined and experienced very differently by students from 
various backgrounds. The exploration of how students define and experience success in 
higher education is pertinent to retention, persistence, and attrition studies as they often 
seek to identify models that apply generally to populations.  
 One study by Yazedjian, Toews, Sevin, and Purswell (2008) elicited students’ 
definitions of success in college and discovered three themes in their study of 22 second-
year students—good grades, social integration, and the ability to navigate the college 
environment. Implications cited in this study include the institutional commitment to 
providing services that support students’ academic success as well as promote personal 
development and social integration. Personal development and social integration in this 
specific case should include opportunities for students to develop meaningful 
relationships with peers that will support rather than hinder academic success and 
encourage students to develop mentoring relationships with upperclassmen. Other studies 
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have found that student engagement in educationally purposeful activities can positively 
impact academic outcomes and persistence of first-year college students (Kuh et al., 
2008; Tinto, 2012). 
Models for college student persistence and attrition are deeply researched and 
well established, but often they are focused on traditional-aged students in face-to-face 
learning environments. The literature has identified many variables that contribute to 
retention, but this section is focused on the concepts of academic and social integration, 
institutional responsibility, and the intersection of student and institution responsibility in 
creating conditions that will influence retention. As we shift to focusing on distance 
students, we see that variables influencing online student retention and persistence can 
vary both in presence and manifestation (Boston et al., 2011). Boston et al. (2011) 
acknowledged that “part-time and adult learners may have different factors than full-time 
traditional age students that affect engagement and persistence in higher education” (p. 
3). While much of the research on college student retention started long before online 
education became commonplace in higher education, online learning is considered to be 
one of many settings that characterizes modern higher education and therefore should be 
present in the research on college student retention. As online education has continued to 
grow, literature on retention and persistence of college students has broadened to include 
research on adult and online students.   
Online Student Retention and Persistence 
Most research on retention and persistence in higher education has been 
conducted on traditional students entering college for the first time soon after completing 
high school. However, the development of online programs and technology have allowed 
SENSE OF BELONGING FROM A DISTANCE 
 
30 
broader populations of students, primarily those classified as adult learners (Merriam & 
Bierema, 2014), to pursue higher education at different points in their lives. While 
traditional-aged college students are of adult age by law, the literature primarily classifies 
adult learners as older than average students who have multiple demands on their time 
outside of school (e.g., family, work, etc.). Attrition rates for students taking online 
courses are 10-20% higher than those learning in a face-to-face environment (Angelino et 
al., 2007; Frankola, 2001; Herbert, 2006). Frankola (2001), who explored online learning 
in a corporate training context, found that factors leading to drop out included lack of 
support, individual learning preferences, poorly designed courses, lack of motivation, and 
inexperienced instructors, among others. Accordingly, Shelton and Saltsman (2015) 
analyzed current research and found that many factors contributed to attrition in online 
education, including busy lives outside of school, lack of experience with online 
education or higher education in general, low GPA’s, age, and number of previous 
courses taken online. However, in a study that sought to identify significant variables 
impacting online retention, Herbert (2006) found that students ranked faculty 
responsiveness to student needs as the most important variable impacting success in the 
course. This finding demonstrates that regardless of course modality, students still expect 
faculty to interact with them and support them and further confirms that connections to 
faculty can contribute to student retention. It is obvious that the research into online 
student retention and attrition highlights both student and institutional variables.  
Literature on attrition of online students generally has examined why they leave, 
when they leave, and what can be done to prevent them from leaving. This review 
focused on why they leave and how to prevent departure as they align most closely with 
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this study of belonging in online students as a mechanism for retention. A persistence 
study conducted with online students found that the top reason they were not successful 
in their online course was that they got behind and found it too difficult to catch back up 
(Fetzner, 2013). The following reasons in order of importance were personal problems 
(health, job, caring for others), combined workload of coursework and life, dissatisfaction 
with online format, lack of alignment with instructor’s teaching style, technical 
difficulties, the amount of time it took to focus on coursework, lack of motivation, 
registering for too many courses at once, and the course being too difficult (Fetzner, 
2013). This same study found that almost a third of the students indicated they would not 
likely take another online course in the future, demonstrating an existent problem with 
retention of online students.  
In a study guided by Tinto (1987) and Bean's (1980) retention models to research 
the needs of online learners, Rovai (2003) developed the composite persistence model for 
online students. In addition to using other retention models for guidance, Rovai also 
considered the skills required for online students to succeed. This model considers 
characteristics present prior to admission and after admission to predict student 
persistence. Characteristics identified prior to admission include student demographics, 
prior academic performance and preparation, and student skills (e.g., time management, 
computer literacy, etc.). Those present after admission include both internal factors—
levels of academic and social integration, self-esteem, accessibility to services, study 
habit, and stress—and external factors—employment, family responsibilities, and outside 
support. Theoretically, institutions using this model can identify students at risk of 
dropping out, determine practical interventions, and effectively decrease student attrition.  
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In Motivating and Retaining Online Students: Research-Based Strategies That 
Work, Lehman & Conceicao (2014) laid out common reasons for online student attrition 
and how those reasons affect students. Most notably, at the top of the list is physical 
separation, which affects students by fostering feelings of isolation and disconnection. 
Other reasons of note related to the topics outlined here were lack of intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation, lack of faculty contact, and lack of clarity in direction, all of which 
could be addressed with the right interventions.  
Often the concepts of retention and persistence are interchanged with the term 
“student success.” Many studies have continued to conceptualize student success in 
college primarily in terms of grades and completion rates (Yazedjian et al., 2008); 
however, these explanations fall short for online learners. Kuh et al. (2007) broadly 
defined student success as including academic achievement, engagement in educationally 
purposeful activities, satisfaction, acquisition of desired knowledge, skills and 
competencies, persistence, attainment of educational objectives, and post-college 
performance. This definition aligns well with the goals of adult and online learners as 
they are often less focused on grades received but more on the knowledge and experience 
attained and the perceived value added to their lives and potentially careers. For example, 
one study concluded that online students’ initial attempt at enrolling in higher education 
may be more exploratory than the traditional goals of completion that we see in on-
campus students (Boston et al., 2011). The idea that students more often test out online 
education is one reason that attrition rates may be higher when comparing online and on-
campus students. Enrolling in an online program is an effective way for students to 
determine if they can achieve success studying from a distance and whether or not they 
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believe they will get value from the experience. Whatever the impact this trend has on 
attrition rates, strategies for decreasing overall attrition in online education must be 
explored.   
In an effort to look more deeply at online attrition rates, Angelino, Williams, and 
Natvig (2007) conducted an integrative literature review and provided four major 
strategies for decreasing attrition in online classes—student integration and engagement, 
learner-centered approaches, learning communities, and accessible online student 
services—that demonstrate the need for institutions to engage students early, often, and 
with intentionality. Student integration and engagement, which aligns with Tinto’s (1975) 
theory of retention, can be achieved through faculty and student communications, online 
student services, and other contacts through email, phone, and online spaces. Learner-
centered approaches are rooted in constructivist strategies that allow more active forms of 
teaching and more engaging review of curriculum. Learning communities are described 
as spaces where students can work together, connect over experiences, and support each 
other as they encounter challenges common to distance students. Finally, accessible 
online student services represent resources that are offered to distance students from afar 
and available at their convenience. There is significant attention in online education given 
to the support services that truly meet the needs of this unique population and that 
remove barriers to processes and practices that were built to serve on-campus 
populations. These four strategies appear often in the research exploring distance student 
attrition, and all have a role in fostering a sense of belonging among distance learners. 
However, literature focused on the lived experiences of online students in respect 
to their persistence is not as common but is just as valuable. In a longitudinal study of 20 
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first-time distance students, researchers used a mixed method approach over three phases 
to gather insights on their lived experiences (Brown et al., 2015). While the researchers 
found that not all students were open to utilizing support services, they encouraged 
institutions to find strategies that discourage students from taking a “lone wolf approach 
to distance study” (Brown et al., 2015, p. 12). Furthermore, Brown et al. (2015) stated: 
To build a stronger sense of belonging or relatedness with students distributed at a 
distance, the research findings suggest that there is value in institutions supporting 
opportunities for first-time distance learners to engage in a variety of different 
online places and spaces for learning and knowledge generation. (p. 12) 
The implication of offering various and diverse opportunities for students to connect with 
each other and institutional personnel is particularly interesting for those who explore 
belonging as a tool for retention.  
Literature in retention and attrition of online students has tended to focus on 
examining why they leave, when they leave, and what can be done to prevent them from 
leaving. While predicting adult and online learner success is difficult, Boston et al. (2011) 
urged that “it is imperative that a model of prediction concerning student retention in 
online learning is found to assist institutions across the higher education community in 
preventing attrition and advancing student persistence, therefore setting the path for 
matriculation” (p. 4). Strategies cited in the literature to mitigate high attrition rates in 
online learners have included social integration, sense of belonging, online student 
support services that include learning communities and online orientations, and faculty 
and peer engagement (Angelino et al., 2007; Bawa, 2016; Boston et al., 2011; Perna, 
2010; Shelton & Saltsman, 2015). Sense of belonging, however, is an aspect of the online 
learner experience that has not received much attention in the research. As a rather large 
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element of student retention in traditional learners, it warrants further investigation in the 
context of distance education.   
Sense of Belonging 
The learning climate is particularly important to adult learner success. Knowles 
(1970) stated that “even more importantly, the psychological climate should be one 
which causes adults to feel accepted, respected, and supported” (p. 41), and he went on to 
specifically list that a friendly and informal atmosphere where a student is known by 
name and valued as a unique individual is critical. The construct of belonging has been 
discussed throughout higher education literature using various terms, including 
community (Astin, 1994; Blanchard & Markus, 2002; Conrad, 2005; McMillan & Chavis, 
1986; Phirangee, 2016; Phirangee & Malec, 2017); climate (Ancis et al., 2000; Cabrera et 
al., 1999; Cress, 2008; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2014; Rankin & Reason, 
2005; Yosso et al., 2009); social integration (Tinto, 1982, 1987, 2012); and marginality 
and mattering (Maslow, 1954; Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981; Schlossberg, 1989), but 
almost all definitions include a sense of feeling noticed, valued, and cared about. Other 
terms or labels used in the literature include belongingness, relatedness, membership, 
acceptance, support, and affiliation (Strayhorn, 2012). The literature on sense of 
belonging reviewed for this study relies on seminal works from Maslow, Tinto, 
Schlossberg, and Strayhorn to define the construct, to identify how students may 
experience it, and to demonstrate how it impacts retention and persistence of college 
students. Next, this section highlights newer studies that have expanded this foundational 
work on sense of belonging in adult and online learners.  
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 To understand sense of belonging at a foundational level, we refer to Maslow's 
hierarchy of needs (1954), shown below in Figure 2.3. This model has been cited 
throughout literature on student success and mattering. In his model, Maslow identified 
five levels of needs that humans seek to satisfy—physiological, safety, belongingness and 
love, esteem, and self-actualization. Maslow claimed that people move through levels 
sequentially from the bottom to the top. When physiological and safety needs are met, 
individuals will then be able to focus on satisfying their need for belongingness and love. 
Within that need, intimate relationships, friends, and connections to community are 
necessary for one to achieve satisfaction and move forward on the path to achieving one’s 
full potential, whatever that may be. The concept of belongingness outlined by Maslow is 
closely related to the concept of mattering.  
Figure 2.3 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs  
 
Note. Reprinted from “Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs”, by Chiquo, 2019, Wikipedia 
(https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Maslow%27s_Hierarchy_of_Needs.jpg). CC BY-SA 4.0. 
Adapted from Personality and Motivation (1st ed.), by A. H. Maslow, 1954, Longman. 
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Mattering is a concept found in early literature and is described as the “direct 
reciprocal of significance” (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981, p. 163), meaning that a 
sense of mattering is achieved when one feels they are significant in this world. More 
specifically, Rosenberg and McCullough (1981) stated that mattering is a feeling that: (a) 
one is the object of another’s attention; (b) one is important to another; and (c) one is 
depended on by another. Further, they asserted that “mattering represents a compelling 
social obligation and a powerful source of social integration: we are bonded to society not 
only by virtue of our dependence on others but by their dependence on us” (Rosenberg & 
McCullough, 1981, p. 165). As a source of social integration and a concept related to 
sense of belonging, mattering is worth paying attention to in the conversation around 
online student retention. Adult and online learners, unlike traditional on-campus students, 
will experience mattering in various aspects of their life, but our focus here is on how 
they experience mattering as they socially integrate into their institution or ,in other 
words, experience a sense of belonging to the university. 
Social integration, which Tinto (1987) described as students’ relationships outside 
of the classroom, or in the distance student’s case, outside of their coursework, is a 
critical component to belonging. Widely spread criticism of Tinto’s early work on social 
integration highlighted the absence of consideration for students from different 
backgrounds and experiences. For example, students studying from a distance have less 
of an opportunity to socially integrate into their institution because they are so deeply 
ingrained in their own lives outside of school, making it difficult for distance students to 
connect to peers within the university. The complexities of social integration for many 
populations create unique barriers for each group. However true these critiques of Tinto’s 
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theories are, Schlossberg (1989) pointed out that “even with our differences, we are 
connected by the need to matter and the need to belong” (p. 14). This demonstrates how 
the need to belong may be constructed differently and satisfied in much more complex 
ways for those from different backgrounds and justifies further exploration into the 
concept of belonging for unique populations.  
Described more broadly and inclusively than Tinto’s theory of academic and 
social integration, Schlossberg (1989) introduced her theory of marginality and mattering, 
defined in the context of the university student experience. She defined mattering as the 
feeling that others are interested in us, depend on us, and are concerned about us. 
Marginality is in conflict with mattering in that it is the absence of acceptance and often 
leads to confusion about where and to which group(s) we belong. Building on Rosenberg 
and McCullough’s (1981) work on mattering as a foundation, Schlossberg incorporated 
four aspects of mattering—attention, importance, ego-extension, dependence—into her 
work exploring how mattering was experienced in various settings. In her own research, 
she discovered a fifth aspect—appreciation—to add to the construct of mattering. 
Attention was described as feeling that one draws the interest and notice of another 
person and importance as the belief that someone else cares about our thoughts, desires, 
and actions or is concerned with our fate (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981). Ego-
Extension was explained as the feeling that our accomplishments and failures will foster 
pride or sadness, respectively, in others (Schlossberg, 1989). Dependence was the sense 
that both our behaviors and actions are influenced by our own dependence on others and 
their dependence on us (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981). Finally, Schlossberg stated 
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that appreciation acknowledges the importance of feeling that our efforts are appreciated 
by others.   
Similarly, McMillan and Chavis (1986) identified a broad definition of sense of 
belonging as “a feeling that members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to 
one another in the group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met through 
their commitment to be together” (p. 9). This definition consists of four elements: (a) 
membership, a sense of relatedness to a group; (b) influence, a mutual sense of mattering 
between the group and individual; (c) integration and fulfillment of needs, the sense that 
a members’ needs are being met as a result of membership to the group; and (d) shared 
emotional connection, the belief that members have or will share a history, place, or 
experience together. The authors’ description of belonging connects aspects of 
importance, dependence, and ego-extension to membership, influence, and shared 
emotional connection respectively. These themes continue to appear in contemporary 
studies of belonging in college students.  
In College Students’ Sense of Belonging: A Key to Educational Success for All 
Students, Terrell L. Strayhorn (2012) shared his working definition of sense of belonging 
that referred to “students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sensation of 
connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, 
valued by, and important to the group (e.g., campus community) or others on campus 
(e.g., faculty, peers)” (p. 3). Strayhorn also laid out seven core elements of sense of 
belonging: 
1. Sense of belonging is a basic human need. 
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2. Sense of belonging is a fundamental motive, sufficient to drive human 
behavior. 
3. Sense of belonging takes on heightened importance (a) in certain contexts, (b) 
at certain times, and (c) among certain populations. 
4. Sense of belonging is related to, and seemingly a consequence of, mattering. 
5. Social identities intersect and affect college students’ sense of belonging. 
6. Sense of belonging engenders other positive outcomes.  
7. Sense of belonging must be satisfied on a continual basis and likely changes 
as circumstances, conditions, and contexts change. (pp. 18-23) 
Adults learners, especially those studying from a distance, fit into the social contexts that 
Strayhorn referred to. While Strayhorn did not include a chapter in his book about sense 
of belonging in adult or online learners, some insights can be translated from his work to 
address this unique population. Building from Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs, 
Strayhorn reasons that “if sense of belonging is a basic human need, then it also is a basic 
need of college student” (p. 18), then it can be assumed that it is a basic need of adult and 
online learners as well. The satisfaction of this basic need drives and motivates other 
behaviors. In the context of higher education, students who have developed a sense of 
belonging can shift focus to achieving academic success.  
Strayhorn (2012) goes on to cite many times in his work that this human need to 
belong takes on varied and heightened importance in situations where individuals or 
groups may feel especially unsupported or unwelcomed. This is particularly true for 
certain groups, at certain times, and in certain contexts. It is reasonable to assume that 
adult learners studying online fall into this category, where the need for belonging may 
be different or heightened. Mattering—a related concept discussed earlier in this 
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section—is a concept that Strayhorn connected to belonging in his core elements. This 
inclusion of mattering connects well with adult learners and their expectation that faculty 
be responsive to their needs (Herbert, 2006; Lehman & Conceicao, 2014). Strayhorn did, 
however, acknowledge that social identities affect belonging and that although the need 
to belong is universal, it does not equally apply to all people. He asserted that social 
identities, such as race/ethnicity, gender, and class, “converge and intersect in ways that 
simultaneously influence sense of belonging” (Strayhorn, 2012, p. 22). This is something 
to be aware of as the population pursuing online education continues to expand and 
diversify. When the need for belonging is satisfied, Strayhorn insisted that positive 
outcomes—engagement, achievement, wellbeing, and happiness—are achieved as well. 
Research has demonstrated that sense of belonging at the university positively influences 
persistence intentions (Hausmann et al., 2007), which is arguably a positive outcome. 
Strayhorn stated that “the goal is to develop campus environments that foster sense of 
belonging so students feel ‘stuck’ to others on campus, to such a degree that severance of 
those bonds not only seems difficult and unpopular but impossible” (p. 22). This 
translates well to online learning environments in which we seek to develop inclusive 
environments where distance students build connections that extend beyond the 
classroom. This leads to Strayhorn’s final core element, that of continual satisfaction with 
belonging as circumstances, conditions, and contexts change. Distance students’ 
engagement is most represented through their participation in coursework, which lasts 
10–16 weeks, depending on the institution. This highlights the need for universities to 
create online spaces and connections for distance students outside of their coursework, 
where they can continue to satisfy their need for belonging without interruption at the end 
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of a term or semester. We know that if universities can devote resources—time, money, 
and personnel—to the concerns of adult learners and provide relevant and adequate 
services that address their need for belonging and community, students will feel 
connected and involved, often leading to success (Schlossberg, 1989).  
While the work of Tinto, Schlossberg, Strayhorn, and others focused on the 
impacts of belonging among traditional on-campus students, their models and findings 
serve as the foundation for which social integration, mattering, and belonging can be 
explored in the context of other student populations. Newer studies have expanded on 
their work to explore these concepts in the online learner population. For example, in a 
multi-year study of an online graduate student cohort, Conrad (2005) found that 
community is critical to the success of distance learners and defined that community as 
connection, belonging, and comfort among members of the group who are working 
towards a shared purpose or common goal. She went on to state:  
The creation of community simulates for online learners the comforts of home, 
providing a safe climate, an atmosphere of trust and respect, an invitation for 
intellectual exchange, and a gathering place for like-minded individuals who are 
sharing a journey that includes similar activities, purpose, and goals (Conrad, 
2005, p. 2).  
In her study of online learners in a large Canadian university that offered both face-to-
face and distance education, she found that learners considered community to be an 
important component to their learning. Conrad concluded that “community grows; it is 
not made or given” (p. 17), indicating that faculty, staff, and administrators cannot give a 
sense of belonging to students, but they can pay careful attention to the design and 
facilitation of online learning in their institutions and create environments where 
community can grow and be sustained.  
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 Beck and Milligan (2014) framed sense of belonging in terms of institutional 
commitment and outlined nine factors of the distance student experience that influence 
that commitment. These nine factors were cited as being statistically related to retention, 
and at the top of the list is academic and social integration. In their study, the researchers 
used the College Persistence Questionnaire (CPQ), which includes measures of student 
backgrounds and student experiences. Within student experience is a section on social 
integration meant to measure sense of belonging, shared values, and positive involvement 
behaviors. Beck and Milligan found that the student experience measures predicted 
institutional commitment far better than the student background indices, meaning that 
educators’ inclinations to blame student characteristics for lack of preparedness are 
inherently wrong. Social integration was found to be statistically significant in 
determining institutional commitment; however, the most significantly associated indices 
were academic integration and degree commitment, which is not surprising given what 
we know about adult and online learners’ motivations for returning to school.   
Two additional prominent areas of literature related to sense of belonging in adult 
and online learners are social presence and self-determination theory. Social presence is 
defined most succinctly as “the degree to which a person is perceived as a ‘real person’ in 
mediated communication” (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997, p. 9). According to Aragon 
(2003), when students participate in online learning, the physical and geographic distance 
they experience diminishes their ability to establish interpersonal relationships with other 
students because their interactions are entirely online. Gunawardena and Zittle found that 
a strong predictor of student satisfaction in online environments was social presence, 
which is believed to be one of many that contribute to fostering a sense of belonging and 
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community among distance learners. While social presence is a valuable part of the 
conversation around fostering a sense of belonging in online learners, it is reasonable to 
assert that students are also craving presence and interaction outside of the learning 
management system but still within the institution.  
Research on self-determination theory in online education is worth noting in this 
literature review as connections to belonging are evident. According to Deci and Ryan 
(1985), self-determination is described as the capacity that one has to make choices and 
to determine their own actions. Similar to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, self-
determination theory suggests that we have three universal and basic needs—autonomy, 
competency, and relatedness—that when satisfied allow us to achieve improved 
psychological well-being. Relatedness includes feeling included and connected with 
others, which is closely related to belonging. Self-determination theory is used as a 
theoretical framework in Chen and Jang's (2010) study that proposed and tested a model 
for online learner motivation. The researchers chose this theory because the three basic 
needs of autonomy, competency and relatedness corresponded to aspects of online 
education such as the flexible nature of online learning, the use of computers to aid in 
communication and social interaction, the challenge of learning new technology, and the 
idea that contextual support is needed from faculty, staff, peers, and technical support 
personnel. Chen and Jang asserted that previous research has demonstrated that self-
determination theory can predict a number of learning outcomes, including persistence, 
and has the potential to address student attrition in online education. 
Sense of belonging and other similar concepts, while well documented throughout 
the literature on college student success, have not been as prevalent in studies of adult 
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and online learners. Many institutions serving distance students have sought out practical 
strategies to increase retention, but they have failed to recognize the influence sense of 
belonging can have on student retention. Analyzing the problem of poor retention rates of 
online learners through the lens of belonging has the potential to help educators 
understand the needs of their distance students.  
Sense of Belonging as a Theoretical Framework 
 Studies have shown that students’ sense of belonging in academic environments 
can impact their experience and therefore persistence (Beck & Milligan, 2014; Brindley, 
2014; Ferdousi, 2016; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Kuh et al., 2008; Ludwig-Hardman & 
Dunlap, 2003; Morrow & Ackermann, 2012; O’Keeffe, 2013; Schlossberg, 1989; 
Strayhorn, 2012; Willging & Johnson, 2009). Many scholars have called for further 
investigation into how sense of belonging impacts adult learners, what services might 
increase sense of belonging, and how students experience this construct in online 
learning.  
For the purpose of this study, Strayhorn’s (2012) framework for belonging has 
been used to guide the research. Strayhorn’s framework was chosen for this study 
because it was developed with a diverse perspective of who our students are, what sorts 
of backgrounds they bring with them to the university, and the emphasis of context on 
belonging. Specifically in his seven core elements of belonging, Strayhorn insisted that 
belonging is a consequence of mattering and that its importance varies at certain times 
and among certain populations, both of which relate to adult learning theory.   
Strayhorn’s (2012) definition of sense of belonging has also been used in this 
study, specifically in qualitative data analysis to compare how students themselves 
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describe the construct of belonging as an online learner. In terms of college students, 
Strayhorn defined sense of belonging as “students’ perceived social support on campus, a 
feeling or sensation of connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, 
accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the group (e.g., campus community) or 
others on campus (e.g., faculty, peers)” (p. 3). This definition pulled in many themes 
from the literature reviewed around community, mattering, and belonging and is the most 
inclusive of adult and online learners, representing a good fit for this study. In his 
definition, Strayhorn (2012) also acknowledged the roles of the campus community as 
well as faculty and staff in fostering a sense of belonging among students.  
Distance students utilize resources differently to connect with peers, faculty, and 
staff, all important in developing a sense of belonging to the institution. In a study 
exploring the cause of attrition as well as potential solutions, O’Keeffe (2013) stated that 
“a sense of connection can emerge if the student has a relationship with just one key 
person within the tertiary institution and this relationship can significantly impact upon a 
students’ decision to remain in college” (pp. 607–608). Additionally, it has been 
recommended that universities create meaningful opportunities for students to connect 
socially and one-on-one with others at the institution (Slaten et al., 2014), including 
faculty and staff, in an effort to increase feelings of belonging. Even Malcom Knowles in 
1950 stated that “good program building is a matter of understanding what each 
individual really needs and wants, and being skillful in creating opportunities in which 
people will find the satisfactions they seek” (p. 11). To increase retention of distance 
learners, institutions will need to explore ways to facilitate these types of connections in 
pursuit of fostering a sense of belonging among students. Furthermore, institutions will 
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need to have an understanding of how to measure sense of belonging as well as the 
aspects of the student experience that may impact belonging.  
How Sense of Belonging is Experienced and Measured 
Research relating sense of belonging to postsecondary students has stated that 
when a student feels a sense of belonging in a particular class or class belonging, they 
feel more confident and motivated to accomplish success in that class (Freeman et al., 
2007). The authors asserted that this is demonstrated by increased participation in class 
discussions and a higher level of mastering the material presented in the class. More 
broadly, research has shown that instructor presence (Sithole et al., 2019), active course 
facilitation and management (Martin et al., 2019), and faculty satisfaction (Stickney et 
al., 2019) are all critical to quality online programming. In a study exploring expectations 
and challenges for faculty teaching online courses, Sithole et al. (2019) stated that “social 
presence of the instructor throughout the course is considered one of the most important 
aspects of online instruction, especially when it comes to keeping the online students 
connected to the class” (p. 69). Sithole et al. went on to assert that delayed feedback and 
response times lead to discouragement and attrition for distance students. It is reasonable 
to suggest that students notice a lack of instructor presence and interpret this as a message 
from the faculty, and sometimes the institution, that they don’t matter.  
In addition to class belonging, another concept explored by Freeman et al. is that 
of a broader sense of belonging on campus, or university-level belonging, and they found 
that students’ social acceptance was a significant positive predictor of a sense of 
university-level belonging. Furthermore, the results from their study indicated “that 
students’ sense of social acceptance, by both fellow students and university personnel, 
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might be the most important variable in relation to the sense of belonging” (Freeman et 
al., 2007, p. 216). Similarly, by analyzing survey data from 272 respondents at 127 
colleges, Hurtado and Carter (1997) found that students who frequently participated in 
discussions around course content and engaged in conversation with faculty members 
were more likely to experience a sense of belonging. Another study discovered four 
domains in which undergraduate students came to experience sense of belonging at the 
university—valued group involvement, meaningful personal relationships, environmental 
factors, and intrapersonal factors (Slaten et al., 2014).  
The practice of measuring belonging in students, however, has been harder to 
solidify over the years. Hausmann et al. (2007) stated that the “sense of belonging is most 
often implied as the result of social and academic integration, rather than specified and 
measured as an independent construct” (p. 806). In exploring literature on belonging, this 
is not only accurate but demonstrates a larger need for the construct of belonging to be 
studied as it relates to student persistence and completion.  
Multiple instruments have been developed to measure sense of belonging, yet 
there appears to be no clear consensus on which one provides the most accurate data. 
Most notable in the literature are the social connectedness scale (Lee & Robbins, 1995), 
the Belonging to the University Scale or BUS (Karaman & Cirak, 2017), and the 
University Belonging Questionnaire or UBQ (Slaten et al., 2018), which have all been 
used to evaluate this construct specifically with college students. All of these instruments 
measure aspects of belonging, such as university affiliation, faculty and staff connections, 
peer interactions, and general feelings of fitting in. However, there are other instruments 
that have been modified for use in university settings though they are not meant 
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particularly for adult learners, such as the Psychological Sense of School Membership 
(Goodenow, 1993).  
Conclusion/Summary 
There is much to be gained if institutions can put forth the effort to truly improve 
the online learner experience, including their connection to the institution and its 
community. Schlossberg (1989) concluded that “institutions that focus on mattering and 
greater student involvement will be more successful in creating campuses where students 
are motivated to learn, where their retention is high, and ultimately, where their 
institutional loyalty for the short- and long-term future is ensured” (p. 14). Given the 
influence that sense of belonging can have on the online student experience and the stark 
difference in their experience compared to the traditional on campus student, it is 
reasonable to explore the construct of belonging in adult and online learners. 
Much of the literature exploring sense of belonging in online learners has focused 
on academic integration and practices that can be used in the online classroom. While the 
literature on the Community of Inquiry model and presence in online courses abounds, a 
significant gap in the literature exists when exploring social integration, development of 
sense of belonging, or the relationship between perceptions of community and sense of 
belonging among online learners. Many articles have made note of further research 
needed to investigate factors or combinations of factors that lead to success and 
belonging of online learners (Masika & Jones, 2016). Slaten (2014) stated that it is 
unclear “how students actually conceptualize and define the construct” of belongingness 
(p. 2), further indicating an absence in the literature of work exploring how students 
themselves describe the experience of belongingness, especially those pursuing degrees 
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in the online environment. This study fills a gap in the literature by exploring the 
construct of belonging within online learners—if they experience it, how they describe 
that experience, if it matters to their satisfaction, persistence, and success, and what 
aspects of the distance learner experience is fostered by the institution—as well as 
determining and comparing their belonging scores through the use of a validated 
instrument and their own perceived sense of belonging.  
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Chapter Three: Research Methods 
Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the issues around retention and degree 
completion of online learners in a marketplace that is growing substantially quicker than 
traditional higher education. The chapter also introduces the construct of sense of 
belonging and its potential to impact the online student experience. Chapter 2 included a 
comprehensive review of the literature, focusing on three separate concepts—adult 
learning theory, retention and persistence theory, and sense of belonging—and an 
identification of gaps in the literature. Adult learning theory combined with retention and 
persistence theory served as the overarching conceptual framework for this study and 
sense of belonging as the theoretical framework. The problem of practice at the center of 
this study is the poor retention and support of online learners and the role sense of 
belonging plays in student retention.  
The current research study examined sense of belonging to the institution in 
online learners: if they have a sense of belonging, how they’ve experienced belonging in 
online learning, if it matters to their satisfaction, persistence, and success, and what role 
the institution has played in fostering belonging. Furthermore, the purpose of this study 
was to identify the relationship between online learners’ perceived and measured sense of 
belonging to justify further exploration into the phenomena of belonging in distance 
learners. This chapter presents the details of this research problem, overview of the 
purpose, research questions and hypotheses, and the methods that were used in this mixed 
methods study, including a description of the data used, instrumentation, and procedures 
for data collection and analysis.  
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Problem and Purpose 
 Online education is expanding at an unprecedented rate, and many institutions are 
struggling to envision how to best support the growing population of online learners. 
Retention rates for distance students are substantially lower than their on-campus 
counterparts (McClendon et al., 2017), as they are more likely to experience feelings of 
isolation and lack of motivation and self-direction. Increased retention and completion 
rates would translate directly to revenue for universities who are struggling to maintain 
funding levels while hopelessly trying to avoid the vicious cycle of annual tuition 
increases and cuts in government spending to support higher education. To address 
feelings of isolation, we turn to the construct of sense of belonging to identify how that 
manifests in the online learning environment and what support services may foster a 
sense of belonging in distance learners. There is limited research on the construct of 
belonging through the lens of retaining adult learners and less still describing practices 
the institution can adopt to foster a sense of belonging among online students and how 
belonging impacts intent to persist and complete. Additionally, multiple instruments have 
been developed to measure sense of belonging, yet there is no clear consensus on which 
provides the most valid assessment.  
 The purpose of this mixed methods study was to understand the concept of sense 
of belonging in online learners. This exploration is supported by research that 
demonstrates the impact of sense of belonging on institutional commitment and learner 
success and demonstrates the need for future research into the phenomenon of belonging 
in distance learners. Research shows that learners who engage in educationally 
purposeful and social activities report higher levels of satisfaction with their college 
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(Zhao & Kuh, 2004). This translates to the distance learner experience and satisfaction as 
well (Brown et al., 2015). For the purpose of this study, sense of belonging has been 
defined as the “perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sensation of 
connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, 
valued by, and important to the group (e.g., campus community) or others on campus 
(e.g., faculty, peers)” (Strayhorn, 2012, p. 3). This research study was guided by three 
primary research questions.  
Research Questions 
 The goals of this study were to explore whether online learners experience sense 
of belonging, how they experience belongingness, if belonging impacts satisfaction, 
persistence, and success, and what role the institution has played in fostering their sense 
of belonging. The primary research questions that guided this study were: 
1. To what extent do distance students report a sense of belonging to the institution? 
2. Does a sense of belonging play a central role in distance students’ satisfaction, 
persistence, and success at the institution? 
3. What can the institution do to promote a sense of belonging in distance students? 
Research Design 
Creswell and Creswell (2018) outlined three approaches to academic research—
qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods. This study used a mixed methods approach 
as it is useful when either qualitative or quantitative methods alone do not sufficiently 
address the research questions and can be helpful in minimizing limitations (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2018). Furthermore, Creswell and Creswell stated that “more insight into a 
problem can be gained from mixing or integration of the quantitative and qualitative 
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data” (p. 213). Specifically, this study used convergent mixed methods design, collecting 
both quantitative and qualitative data in a single phase, analyzing the data separately, 
then merging both data sets to interpret results (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
This study sought to generalize findings across a population, adult and online 
learners, but also sought to develop a more detailed understanding of the concept of sense 
of belonging for that same population, therefore warranting a survey used both open and 
closed questions. The study was informed by a postpositivist worldview, used primarily 
to test, verify, or refine existing theories in new contexts. This study utilized the concept 
of belonging and the collection of quantitative and qualitative data from online students 
to develop a holistic understanding of the relationship between belonging and distance 
learners. Creswell and Creswell (2018) also pointed out that mixed methods does pose 
unique challenges to the researcher, including extensive data collection and the time 
required to analyze both qualitative and quantitative data, both of which have been taken 
into consideration in the planning for this study.  
This study contributed to a gap in the research about sense of belonging in online 
learners and the role of the institution in contributing to a sense of belonging in this 
unique population. Furthermore, the comparison of perceived versus measured sense of 
belonging, students’ descriptions of when they have experienced belongingness, and 
whether or not that sense of belonging matters to satisfaction, persistence, and success is 
lacking in the literature. Recent dissertation studies have looked at connections between 
distance students’ sense of belonging and student services (Emmanuel-Frenel, 2017), and 
the influence of coaching on distance student retention (Bosworth, 2006; Vadell, 2016), 
but neither have used a mixed methods approach to explore the concept more broadly. 
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Few, if any, have broached the topic of how online learners actually describe the 
experience of belongingness or whether or not it matters to metrics of student success.  
The researcher relied on quantitative data to address the research questions in this 
study in a number of ways and to identify group statistics by various demographics. First, 
quantitative data was used to determine the extent to which distance students experienced 
belonging to OSU and to better understand the relationship between their perceived 
belonging and measured belonging utilizing a modified version of the University 
Belonging Questionnaire (UBQ). Furthermore, quantitative data generated from the 
instrument revealed the impact of the three UBQ subscales—university affiliation, 
university support and acceptance, and faculty and staff relations—on distance students’ 
belonging to the institution. Second, the quantitative data collected in this study helped 
the researcher better understand how sense of belonging impacts student satisfaction, 
intent to persist, and academic achievement. Finally, the researcher used quantitative data 
in this study to explore belonging scores across participants from the institution and 
within various demographics, including age, gender, race/ethnicity.  
The goal of understanding how distance students experience sense of belonging in 
an online environment and what the institution does to foster that sense of belonging 
required a qualitative component to the study. Qualitative data was collected through four 
open-ended survey questions and used to develop themes around participant-informed 
experiences as well as institutional factors related to sense of belonging in the online 
environment. Analysis of the themes generated are important in discussion around the 
relationship between the UBQ-generated score and the participants’ perceived sense of 
belonging.   




Data were gathered at Oregon State University (OSU), a large, public land grant 
university situated in the Pacific Northwest of the United States. It enrolls around 30,000 
students per year and has strong online degree programs offered through its Ecampus 
division; OSU enrolls close to 10,000 purely distance undergraduate and graduate 
students each year. At the time of this study, OSU offered more than 55 fully online 
degree programs to students in all 50 states and more than 50 countries around the world. 
Distance education at the university started around 1910 with the delivery of 
correspondence courses by mail and using demonstration trains to deliver information 
across the state. In the 1920s, OSU started using radio broadcasting to educate state 
residents. Fall of 1957 brought new technology, as the university started to televise its 
first educational courses on TV. In 1982, OSU introduced its first complete distance 
degree program, Liberal Studies, via correspondence and VHS video cassettes. Finally, in 
1996 online degree programs were developed and offered by the university.  
In 2018-19 (the most recent full year of data available and the year in which the 
study was conducted), OSU enrolled 9,752 distance students, accounting for 31.47% of 
the total student population at the university. Of those 9,752 distance students, 38% were 
undergraduate-level degree-seeking students, 10% were graduate-level students seeking a 
degree or certificate, 27% were post-baccalaureate students (seeking a second bachelor’s 
degree), and 25% were non-degree seeking students (often taking courses or course 
sequences to transfer back to home institutions). The average age of all OSU distance 
students was about 31, close to 55% were female identified, 24% resided within the state 
of Oregon, and an estimated 17% identified as first-generation college students. This 
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study focused on undergraduate, degree-seeking, distance students at OSU because they 
are the largest student population studying online at the university and the population on 
which most of the online retention literature is focused. 
OSU was chosen as the research site because of the researcher’s easy access to 
data and participants. At the time of this study, the researcher was serving in the role of 
director of student success at OSU Ecampus and overseeing the unit and staff responsible 
for providing student services and developing success initiatives focused on distance 
learners. Additionally, OSU is a leader in online education and attracts students from all 
over the world, which means this study represents a large and diverse sample of distance 
students that may increase the potential for findings to be generalized.  
Data Collection 
The data for this study were collected through an online survey for two primary 
reasons: (a) to ensure anonymity of participants, and (b) to provide an easily accessible 
instrument for students who are located around the world and are comfortable using the 
internet regularly to access course materials. This study utilized an online survey tool, 
Qualtrics, to build, distribute, and collect participant responses. Within the survey 
settings, the option to “anonymize response” was selected, meaning that Qualtrics did not 
record any personal information and removed contact association from each survey 
record. This ensured that Qualtrics did not collect or track IP addresses of survey 
participants. The decision to make this survey anonymous was based out of consideration 
for the sensitive nature of the topic of belonging and intent to collect authentic data from 
student participants. Identifying information, such as student ID or major, would not add 
to the researcher’s ability to address the research questions.  
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The OSU registrar’s office was asked to provide a list of eligible students to invite 
to participate in the survey. The target population for this study, who received an 
invitation to participate in the survey, was 1,576 OSU students. The number of 
respondents for this study was 173, generating a response rate of 10.97%. Students 
eligible to participate in the study met the following criteria at the time the invitation was 
sent: 
- Currently an Undergraduate degree seeking student; 
- Currently coded as a purely distance student (DSC campus code in the Student 
Information System), meaning the student was pursuing a degree completely 
online; 
- Had been enrolled in either the spring 2019 or summer 2019 quarters; and 
- Had completed a minimum of 24 credits at OSU—demonstrating enough time 
at the university to have a good sense of their experience and belonging to the 
institution. 
Distribution 
Only students’ university email addresses were used to invite them to participate 
in the online survey. The sole use of university-provided email addresses, protected by 
two-factor authentication, will ensure that only students in active status with OSU 
received and completed the survey. Each student received three emails inviting them to 
complete the survey over the course of four weeks (Appendix A). Due to the use of an 
anonymous survey link and the setting within the survey described above, students who 
had completed the survey continued to receive reminders until the survey closed. 
However, settings in Qualtrics were enabled to prevent participants from taking the 
survey more than once. The email invitation to students included a description of the 
research study, the adult consent form (Appendix B), and a link to the online survey 
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(Appendix C). As an incentive, students who completed the survey had the option to 
enter into a raffle to win one of three $25 Visa gift cards.  
Instrumentation 
The online survey used for this study was designed after reviewing literature 
(Emmanuel-Frenel, 2017; Slaten et al., 2014, 2018) and seeking guidance from research 
professionals and the researcher’s dissertation committee. Slaten et al.’s (2018) 
University Belonging Questionnaire (UBQ) served as a critical component of the survey 
tool used for this study. The UBQ was developed out of the pursuit for a scale that 
accurately measured the construct of university belonging. Many previous measures of 
belonging were specifically developed for youth in K-12 schools and were not directly 
transferrable to a university population. Slaten et al. (2018) identified a need to allow 
students to identify perceptions of support and belonging in various parts of the 
university experience, stating that “to measure and understand the construct of university 
belonging accurately, scholars must acknowledge and seek to understand the meaning of 
belonging at the university level” (p. 636). Thus, measurement items within the UBQ 
instrument were developed through a review of literature, previous work on belonging 
research, and in consultation with other researchers studying belonging as a construct.  
The study began with a list of 40 items believed to correspond to students’ 
university experiences and relationship to the university. Based on initial testing through 
exploratory factor analysis, 16 statements were eliminated from the tool, leaving a total 
of 24 remaining. To examine the convergent, divergent, and incremental validity of the 
UBQ, the researchers looked for correlations with other tools measuring university 
belonging, general belonging, social support, social connection, and loneliness. Slaten et 
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al. (2018) found internal reliability of the UBQ instrument both in total score and each 
subscale, stating, “with a a = .93 for the total score and a = .89 for university affiliation, 
a = .85 for university support and acceptance, and a = .88 for faculty and staff relations” 
(p. 644). The researchers further stated that their results “provide evidence of the 
construct, divergent, and incremental validity of the UBQ and its three subscales” (Slaten 
et al., 2018, p. 646). Instrument reliability is critical to quantitative studies in ensuring 
that findings are accurate and indicative of true results. Beyond the quantitative 
soundness of the study in which the UBQ was developed, the instrument has been chosen 
for the current study for three primary reasons. First, development of the UBQ revealed 
that peer items, included in the original 40 statements, did not meet factor loading 
requirements to justify use moving forward. The researchers presented one possible 
explanation for this, stating that “although peer relationships are important to university 
students, perhaps they are seen as separate from the sense of university belonging” 
(Slaten et al., 2018, p. 646). The current study sought to explore sense of belonging in 
distance students, a population that has considerably less peer interaction than their on-
campus counterparts, which demonstrates alignment between the sample population and 
the UBQ instrument. Second, the UBQ subscales aligned with the research of sense of 
belonging as a university-level concept, which is demonstrative of the distance student 
experience. And finally, the UBQ instrument appeared to need less modifications for 
application to an online student population and most accurately and directly addressed the 
research questions and population of this study. Consent to use the UBQ instrument for 
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the current study was obtained from Dr. Christopher D. Slaten via email communication 
(Appendix D).  
Through the use of three subscales—university affiliation, university support and 
acceptance, and faculty and staff relations—the UBQ considers and measures four 
concepts to generate a university belongingness score for each participant. The 
belongingness score is the sum of all scores from each of the 24 statements, meaning 
participants’ university belonging score will range from 24–96, with higher scores 
indicating a higher level of belonging. Each of the four concepts—valued group 
involvement, intrapersonal factors, meaningful personal relationships, and environmental 
factors—are described below in Figure 3.1. The researcher modified the UBQ instrument 
to ensure the language was inclusive and welcoming to distance students. Changes made 
to the instrument included using “at OSU” instead of “on campus.” A copy of the original 
UBQ instrument, highlighting modifications made for this study, can be viewed in 
Appendix E.   




Conceptual Illustration of the Construct of University Belonging Based on Study Results  
 
Note. From “The Development and Validation of the University Belonging Questionnaire,” by C. D. 
Slaten, Z. M. Elison, E. D. Deemer, H. A. Hughes, and D. A. Shemwell, 2018, The Journal of 
Experimental Education, 86(4), p. 637 (https://doi.org/10.1080/ 00220973.2017.1339009). Copyright 2018 
by Taylor & Francis. Reprinted with permission. 
Other components of the online survey were developed in consultation with 
quantitative methods experts to ensure survey questions aligned with the research 
questions outlined in this study. The online survey (Appendix C) used for this study 
consisted of the following sections: (I) student satisfaction (4 questions); (II) sense of 
belonging (31 questions); (III) intent to persist (3 questions); and (IV) demographics (5 
questions). As shown in Table 3.1, each section includes various types of questions that 
will be used to address the guiding research questions.  
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The introduction of the survey included a brief description of the research study, 
an explanation of how to enter a raffle anonymously, and the researcher’s contact 
information. Section I (Student Satisfaction) of the online survey began with questions 
about participants’ satisfaction with OSU and likelihood of recommending OSU to 
others, followed by two open-ended questions asking students for examples of both 
SENSE OF BELONGING FROM A DISTANCE 
 
64 
positive and negative experiences as an OSU online student. Section II (Sense of 
Belonging) first asked participants to respond to a series of five statements using a 5-
point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = 
strongly agree). Statements addressed student’s perceptions of belonging in courses and 
to the institution, peers, instructors, and staff. Next, participants were given a series of 12 
modified statements from the UBQ university affiliation (UA) subscale (Slaten et al., 
2018), then asked to indicate their level of agreement with each statement on a four-point 
scale (1 = strongly disagree; 4 = strongly agree). Participants were then asked two open-
ended questions eliciting examples of times when they felt a sense of connection and a 
sense of disconnection at OSU. Section II ended with the remaining UBQ subscales, 
university support and acceptance (USA) and faculty and staff relations (FSR), for a total 
of 12 remaining statements to respond to on a four-point scale.  
Next, Section III (Intent to Persist) included three statements to measure the 
participants’ intent to register for courses at OSU in the following term, belief they will 
earn a degree from OSU, and the degree to which they consider dropping out, all 
requiring a response on a four-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 4 = strongly agree).  
Finally, Section IV (Demographics) asked participants to (a) state their overall 
OSU GPA; (b) indicate the number of credits they had completed online at OSU (24-36, 
37-60, 61 or more); (c) select their age range (under 24, 25-34, 35-44, 45-54, 55 or over); 
(d) select the gender they identified with (male, female, trans male/trans man, trans 
female/trans woman, genderqueer/gender non-conforming, different identity, prefer not 
to identify); and (e) select the race(s)/ethnicity(ies) with which they identified (American 
Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Black or African American, Hispanic or Latina/o, Middle 
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Eastern or North African, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, White, another race or 
ethnicity, I prefer not to respond). A full draft of the survey instrument used for this study 
(Appendix C) as well as the UBQ with modifications (Appendix E) are included. Upon 
completion of the survey, participants were provided with instructions and an anonymous 
link to enter their name into a raffle for one of three $25 Visa gift cards. The researcher 
did not have access to or manage the raffle to ensure that anonymity of survey responses 
was maintained.  
Positionality 
Researcher positionality was a rather large concern due to the study being 
conducted at the site in which the researcher was serving as the director for online student 
success and managing the team that provided student services and developed student 
success initiatives. To address this concern, OSU Ecampus Research Unit staff reviewed 
the open-ended responses and removed any mention of major or names of faculty and 
staff members before the data was given to the researcher for further processing.  
Beyond professional positionality, I must also acknowledge that sense of 
belonging has been a critical part of my own experience, success, and failure both in 
higher education and in the workplace. I believe wholeheartedly that sense of belonging 
is an important component of the student experience and one that can have resounding 
effects on a student’s ability to succeed or fail. To address these concerns, I ensured that I 
was consciously looking for data that supports alternate explanations and arranged for 
meetings with the OSU Ecampus Research Unit and committee chair to support, 
challenge, and deepen insights gleaned from my analysis.  
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Validation, Reliability, and Ethics 
The UBQ has been validated by the group of researchers who developed the 
instrument (Slaten et al., 2018); however, other validity issues may be present. The 
primary threats to validity in this study, due to the design and use of a survey tool, 
included limited sample size and researcher positionality. While the overall sample size 
was out of the researcher’s control, the researcher addressed concerns about unequal 
sample size by monitoring survey submission numbers as the survey was open to 
determine if additional recruitment was needed. Due to eligibility criteria for the purposes 
of exploring belonging with undergraduate degree-seeking students who had been at the 
university long enough to complete at least 24 credits, this study had a limited sample 
size and low response rate (10.97%).  
 Merriam and Tisdell (2016) discussed quite extensively the argument of what 
reliability means in a qualitative study, which includes conducting investigations in an 
ethical manner. Inevitably, reliability was determined by explicitly acknowledging my 
role as the researcher and my relationship to the study, being clear about my process for 
conducting the study, and making a convincing and accurate presentation of the findings 
at the culmination of the study. For this study, the researcher utilized provisional coding 
of the qualitative data. Provisional coding requires establishing a list of pre-determined 
codes based on categories or themes that arise in the literature review (Saldaña, 2016). 
The pre-determined list can be revised, modified, excluded, or expanded upon collection 
and analysis of the data. The researcher kept an electronic log of the process in which 
coding of qualitative data took form as well as documentation of the established 
provisional code list. Consistent and thorough examinations of the codes and themes by 
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the researcher’s advisor, committee, and other research colleagues have ensured 
reliability of my qualitative data and provided a check of my own biases and dispositions 
in the research process. In data collection, reliability was addressed by only using 
students’ university email addresses, protected by two-factor authentication, when 
inviting them to participate in the online survey. This practice ensured that only active 
and authenticated OSU students received an invitation and therefore completed the 
survey. The researcher used Qualtrics, a survey tool that is approved by and licensed 
through OSU for all survey and assessment projects. All data is stored on the researcher’s 
personal drive provided by the university and password protected. The researcher did not 
collect personally identifiable information about survey participants. All participants 
were given the informed consent and informed that by clicking on the survey link, they 
acknowledged that informed consent.  
Upon approval by the doctoral committee, the researcher prepared and submitted 
an Institutional Review Board (IRB) application through OSU as well as an IRB 
authorization agreement to Portland State University, the researcher’s doctoral institution, 
which ceded IRB oversight of this study to OSU. In July 2019, IRB approval was granted 
for this study (Appendix G). The researcher completed the CITI online training course 
and was awarded a certificate of completion (Appendix F) prior to submitting an 
application for IRB approval. Each participant received three formal emails inviting them 
to participate in the study (Appendix A) and informing them of purpose of the study, 
assurance of confidentiality, researcher’s contact information, the length of time to 
complete the survey, and a link to the survey. The adult consent form (Appendix B) was 
included in the introduction to the online survey. A notation was included in the consent 
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form indicating that the participant was providing consent for participation in the study 
once the online survey had been submitted.  
Data Analysis 
This study used convergent mixed methods design, collecting both quantitative 
and qualitative data in a single phase, analyzing the data separately, then merging both 
data sets to interpret the results and address the guiding research questions. The primary 
and secondary research questions for this mixed methods study were: 
1. To what extent do distance students report a sense of belonging to the 
institution? 
a. What are the average levels of sense of belonging to the institution that 
students are reporting, according to the direct questions about belonging 
and the University Belonging Questionnaire (UBQ)? 
b. Are the two indicators of belonging, direct questions about belonging and 
the UBQ, significantly correlated or significantly different in mean level? 
c. Do levels of belonging to the institution differ for students from different 
demographic groups (gender and students of color), according to both the 
direct questions about belonging and the UBQ? 
2. Does a sense of belonging play a central role in distance students’ satisfaction, 
persistence, and success at the institution? 
a. What is the relationship between a student’s sense of belonging and their 
satisfaction with the university, intent to persist, and academic success? 
b. When students are asked about their most positive and negative 
experiences as online students at OSU, to what extent do they mention 
experiences that involve belonging and connection versus lack of 
belonging and disconnection? 
3. What can the institution do to promote a sense of belonging in distance 
students? 
a. What institutional factors are associated with students’ sense of belonging 
at OSU? 
SENSE OF BELONGING FROM A DISTANCE 
 
69 
b. To what extent do students’ experiences with those institutional factors 
differ for those from different demographic groups, specifically by gender 
and race and ethnicity? 
c. When students are asked about their experiences of belonging and 
disconnection to the institution, what themes about institutional factors 
emerge? 
Data analysis was initiated after the survey had closed and any identifying data 
had been removed by the OSU Ecampus Research Unit staff member. First, the 
researcher performed quantitative data analysis using IBM SPSS 26 (Statistical Package 
for the Social Sciences) statistics software. SPSS allows for hypothesis testing, 
identification of statistical errors, and correlation coefficients. The researcher prepared 
and entered the survey data into SPSS to compile demographic data about the sample 
population and calculate respective belonging scores, both perceived and measured by the 
UBQ subscales. Table 3.2 lists each research question requiring quantitative data analysis 
and the corresponding statistical test to be run in SPSS 26. Statistical significance is 
measured by the p value, which “refers to the risk we want to take in saying we have a 
real non-zero correlation when in fact this effect in not real” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, 
p. 152). A p value of p < .05 was considered significant. It is important to note that 
participants were not required to answer any specific questions on the survey and that all 
questions were optional. This was at the recommendation of the researcher’s committee. 
Any scored questions left unanswered by participants were filled in with the average 
score of that survey item.  
  




Quantitative Analysis by Research Questions 
RQ Question Statistical Test 
1a What are the average levels of 
sense of belonging to the 
institution that students are 
reporting, according to the direct 
questions about belonging and the 
UBQ? 
Group statistics for belonging scores (means, standard 
deviations, minimums, maximums) 
Frequency data (distribution of scores) 
1b  
Are the two indicators of 
belonging, direct questions about 
belonging and the UBQ, 
significantly correlated or 
significantly different in mean 
level? 
 
Correlation – Pearson’s correlation test (all variables 
considered to be continuous) 
Significant mean level difference – Normalize both 




Do levels of belonging to the 
institution differ for students from 
different demographic groups, 
according to both the direct 
questions about belonging and the 
UBQ? 
 
Group statistics (means, standard deviations, minimums, 
maximums) 
Frequency data (distribution of scores) 





What is the relationship between a 
student’s sense of belonging and 
their satisfaction with the 
university, intent to persist, and 
academic success? 
 
Group statistics (means, standard deviations, minimums, 
maximums) 
Frequency data (distribution of scores) 
Correlation (satisfaction, net promoter, intent to persist) – 
Spearman’s Rho correlation test (not all variables are 
continuous) 
Correlation (OSU GPA) – Pearson’s correlation test (all 




What institutional factors are 
associated with students’ sense of 
belonging at OSU? 
 
Group statistics (means, standard deviations, minimums, 
maximums)  
Frequency data (distribution of scores) 
Correlation (subscales to both measures of belonging) – 





To what extent do students’ 
experiences with those institutional 
factors differ for those from 
different demographic groups? 
 
Group statistics (means, standard deviations, minimums, 
maximums) 
Frequency data (distribution of scores) 
Significant mean level difference - independent sample t-
test 
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Second, the researcher analyzed qualitative data collected from the four open-
ended survey questions asking participants to describe positive and negative experiences 
as an online learner at OSU and examples of when they felt a sense of connection and 
sense of disconnection to the university. The researcher first became familiar with the 
data by reading through survey responses multiple times before starting the process of 
coding. Both provisional and structural coding were used for the qualitative data analysis 
in this study. Provisional coding requires starting with a list of codes the researcher 
generates based on investigation of the literature prior to collecting and analyzing the 
data (Saldaña, 2016). This initial list of codes can change, expand, or contract once data 
analysis and coding has begun. Structural coding is described as applying “a content-
based or conceptual phrase representing a topic of inquiry to a segment of data that 
relates to a specific research question” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 98). Structural coding, while 
appropriate for almost all qualitative studies, is especially useful for studies with multiple 
participants, standardized data-gathering protocols, or exploratory investigations meant to 
identify major categories or themes. Structural coding was specifically used for coding 
open-ended responses by themes related to the UBQ subscales—University Affiliation, 
University Support and Acceptance, and Faculty and Staff Relations. This analysis 
required coding the responses that survey participants provided, then collapsing into 
broader themes to explore how they aligned or conflicted with definitions of belonging in 
the literature. 
 An invitation to participate in the online survey was sent to 1,576 OSU distance 
students who met the eligibility criteria for this study. After two additional email 
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reminders, a total of 173 surveys were completed (Table 3.3), generating a response rate 
of 10.97%.  
Table 3.3 
Total Responses to Survey 
Survey No.   
N Valid 173 
Missing 0 
 
Once response rate had been confirmed as comparable to other student surveys 
administered to the OSU Ecampus population, and prior to the researcher receiving the 
data file, survey data was exported from Qualtrics and cleaned by a member of the OSU 
Ecampus Research Unit to remove program/major name, names of advisors, instructors, 
and other staff to protect the identities of participants and eliminate conflict of interest 
given the researcher’s position with the institution. Scoring and coding of the survey data 
was conducted after the collection and cleaning of the data. The analysis of quantitative 
data was done using IBM SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Science) statistics 
version 26 software. A variety of statistical tests was used to analyze survey data (Table 
3.2), which is covered in the findings section of this chapter.  
 Multiple sections of the online survey required scoring after data collection. First, 
perceived belonging was measured by 5 survey questions each on a five-point Likert-type 
scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree), generating a score between 5–25, where 
a higher score indicates a higher perceived sense of belonging. Second, the survey 
included the UBQ, which consists of 24 questions divided into three subscales—
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University Affiliation (12 questions), University Support and Acceptance (8 questions), 
and Faculty and Staff Relations (4 questions)—all on a four-point Likert-type scale (1 = 
strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). The overall UBQ score falls between 24–96, and 
each subscale score was also calculated. Similarly, higher scores on the UBQ overall and 
on each subscale indicate increased sense of belonging. In order to run tests for 
significance in mean level scores— independent sample t-test in this case—the scales 
must be the same (Field, 2018). However, the perceived belonging scale and UBQ scale 
were not the same, so the researcher was advised to re-scale the scores before running an 
independent sample t-test. The equation used to rescale scores was [Xnew = (X-
Xmin)/(Xmax-Xmin)] (Stephanie, 2015), where Xnew is the rescaled score, X is the original 
score, and Xmin and Xmax are the minimum and maximum, respectively, in the original 
scale. Additionally for easy comparison, mean belonging scores may be presented on 
scales of 1–4 for the UBQ and 1–5 for perceived belonging. Finally, a series of three 
survey questions on a four-point Likert-type scale were used to determine each 
participant’s intent to persist score. Two of the three statements were presented positively 
and were left coded as scaled (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). However, the 
third statement was framed as a negative statement and therefore required reverse coding. 
Intent to persist scores can range from 3–12, where a higher score indicates a stronger 
intent to persist at OSU.  
The analysis of qualitative data consisted of both provisional and structural 
coding. Provisional coding, which required establishing a list of pre-determined codes 
based on categories or themes that are present in the literature (Saldaña, 2016), was used 
to identify themes related to belongingness and the student experience. The pre-
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determined list was then revised and modified to exclude or expand upon themes 
emerging from the data (Appendix H). Structural coding, which applies conceptual 
themes based on investigation or research questions, was used for coding open-ended 
responses by components included in the UBQ subscales—University Affiliation, 
University Support and Acceptance, and Faculty and Staff Relations. Frequency of codes 
and themes were reported on the basis of participants who mentioned each particular 
theme, rather than the total number of times the theme appeared throughout the open-
ended survey responses (Saldaña, 2016). In other words, codes were based on literature in 
the field of belonging as well as aspects of the instrument used in this study to effectively 
connect the quantitative and qualitative data gathered.  
Summary 
 This mixed methods study explored the phenomena of belonging in distance 
students through the use of an online survey. This survey allowed the researcher to 
examine the relationship between distance students’ perceived sense of belonging and 
their measured (UBQ) sense of belonging, better understand how distance students 
experience belongingness, if it matters to their satisfaction, persistence and success, and 
what role the institution plays in fostering their belonging.  
 Chapter 3 outlined the goals of the study, purpose of the research, research 
questions and hypotheses, design, data, data collection, and data analysis. This mixed 
methods study targeted undergraduate degree-seeking distance students at OSU who were 
enrolled in Spring and Summer quarters of 2019 and had completed 24 or more credits at 
the university. The data was collected using an online survey to determine participants’ 
self-perceived belonging scores as well as belonging scores measured with the UBQ, to 
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analyze the importance of belonging related to satisfaction, persistence, and success, and 
to ask students to describe in their own words how they had experienced belonging as 
well as feelings of disconnection to the institution. Chapter 4 provides a detailed analysis 
of data collected to answer three primary research questions and presents findings based 
on the research methodology presented in this chapter. 
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Chapter Four: Findings 
 This mixed methods study was designed to explore the phenomena of belonging 
in distance learners through the use of an online survey to gather both quantitative and 
qualitative data around students’ sense of belonging to the institution. The survey used a 
variety of questions developed by the researcher as well as the University Belonging 
Questionnaire (UBQ), a tool developed and validated by Slaten et al. (2018) to 
effectively measure college student belonging.  
 This chapter provides a detailed analysis of data collected to answer three primary 
research questions and a series of sub-questions, and it presents findings based on the 
research methodology presented in Chapter 3. The primary research questions guiding 
this study were:  
1. To what extent do distance students report a sense of belonging to the 
institution? 
2. Does a sense of belonging play a central role in distance students’ satisfaction, 
persistence, and success at the institution? 
3. What can the institution do to promote a sense of belonging in distance 
students? 
This study used a convergent mixed methods design, collecting both quantitative 
and qualitative data in a single phase, analyzing the data separately, then merging both 
data sets to interpret results (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). An online survey was used to 
gather data from online students at Oregon State University (OSU), a large public land-
grant research university situated in the Pacific Northwest of the United States that 
enrolls around 10,000 distance undergraduate and graduate students annually. Only 
students who met eligibility criteria—enrolled as a distance degree-seeking 
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undergraduate student in either spring or summer of 2019 and had completed a minimum 
of 24 credits at OSU—were invited by email to participate in the survey. The anonymous 
online survey used 43 questions to measure satisfaction, belonging, and intent to persist 
and to gather experiences and demographic information. The UBQ (Slaten et al., 2018) 
provided 24 of the 43 survey questions, and the remaining came from existing university 
evaluations and the researcher’s dissertation committee. 
Chapter 4 includes sections on participant demographics, findings laid out in 
order of research questions, and a summary of major findings that are used in the 
discussion to follow in Chapter 5.   
Participant Demographics 
 An invitation to participate in the online survey was sent to 1,576 OSU distance 
students who met the eligibility criteria for this study. After two additional email 
reminders, a total of 173 surveys were completed, generating a response rate of 10.97%. 
The survey included questions collecting demographic information such as age, gender, 
and race and ethnicity data (Table 4.1) from participants willing to provide this 
information. Survey participants were asked to select their current age by the ranges 
presented. The majority of participants (66.5%) were between 25–34 years old (37%) and 
35–44 years old (29.5%), which aligns with demographic trends in online education 
nationwide. However, an unexpectedly high proportion of participants (14.5%) selected 
24 years old and under. Participants were also asked to select the gender with which they 
identify and given a total of seven options to choose from. Participants overwhelmingly 
identified as female (69.4%), and while more females overall were enrolled in distance 
degree programs at OSU, this is more heavily skewed than we typically see. Finally, 
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participants were given nine race and ethnicity categories and were instructed to select all 
that applied. While participants were given the option to select more than one category, 
not a single participant selected more than one option. Participants overwhelmingly 
identified as White (78%), followed by the next largest group, who preferred not to 
respond (7.5%), and Hispanic or Latina/o (4.6%).  
  




Participant Demographics by Age, Gender, and Race/Ethnicity 





Current Age     
24 years old and under 25 14.5 14.5 14.5 
25 - 34 years old 64 37.0 37.0 51.4 
35 - 44 years old 51 29.5 29.5 80.9 
45 - 54 years old 21 12.1 12.1 93.1 
55 years old or over 12 6.9 6.9 100.0 
Total 173 100.0 100.0  
Gender 
Female 120 69.4 69.4 69.4 
Male 46 26.6 26.6 96.0 
Trans female/Trans woman 1 .6 .6 96.5 
Trans male/Trans man 1 .6 .6 97.1 
Different identity 2 1.2 1.2 98.3 
Prefer not to identify 3 1.7 1.7 100.0 
Total 173 100.0 100.0  
Race/Ethnicity 
American Indian or Alaska Native 4 2.3 2.3 2.3 
Asian 3 1.7 1.7 4.0 
Black or African American 3 1.7 1.7 5.8 
Hispanic or Latina/o 8 4.6 4.6 10.4 
Middle Eastern or North African 1 .6 .6 11.0 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 2 1.2 1.2 12.1 
White 135 78.0 78.0 90.2 
Another race or ethnicity 4 2.3 2.3 92.5 
I prefer not to respond 13 7.5 7.5 100.0 
Total 173 100.0 100.0  
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 The survey also contained questions about academic progress at OSU, including 
the number of credits participants had completed online at the institution, factoring in 
their current term, given the ranges presented in Table 4.2. There appears to be a rather 
even split across the ranges. An option was not presented for less than 24 credits due to 
the eligibility criteria to participate in the survey and the selection of the sample via data 
pulled by university personnel. In addition to asking participants to share their academic 
progress in regards to credits completed, participants were also asked to report their 
overall OSU grade point average (GPA) in a text entry box. Table 4.3 indicates that 137 
students responded to this question, with an average reported GPA of 3.44 and a standard 
deviation of .453522. The minimum reported GPA was 2.00, and the maximum reported 
GPA was 4.00, aligning with current academic regulations requiring students to maintain 
a minimum GPA of 2.00 to remain in good academic standing and the maximum 
achievable GPA of 4.00. Figure 4.1 demonstrates that the reported GPA data is normally 
distributed.  
Table 4.2 
Survey Participants by Credits Completed 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
Valid 24 - 36 credits 37 21.4 21.5 
37 - 60 credits 68 39.3 39.5 
61 or more credits 67 38.7 39.0 
Total 172 99.4 100.0 
Missing System 1 .6  
Total 173 100.0  




Survey Participants by Self-Reported GPA  
N Valid 137 
Missing 36 
Mean 3.443800 
Std. deviation .453522 
Minimum 2.000000 
Maximum 4.000000 






Distribution of Survey Participants Self-Reported GPA 
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Qualitative Question Response Rates 
 Participants were given the option to respond to four open-ended questions within 
the survey. These questions asked students to share specific experiences, both positive 
and negative, at OSU and specifically around sense of belonging. Table 4.4 shows the 
response rates for each of the four qualitative survey questions, which are listed in order 
of appearance in the survey. The survey question asking students to share their most 
positive experience had the highest response rate (95.95%), followed by the question 
asking students to share about their most negative experience (93.64%). While the 
response rate was lower for the question asking about an experience where they felt 
belonging and connection (77.45%), students were more willing to share experiences in 
the subsequent question about experiencing disconnection or lack of belonging to the 
institution (89.59%).  
Table 4.4 
Qualitative Question Statistics 
Qualitative Question Topic N Response Rate 
Positive experience 166 95.95% 
Negative experience 162 93.64% 
Experience of belonging and connection 134 77.45% 
Experience of disconnection or being an outsider 155 89.59% 
 
  




 This section presents findings, including the data used and analyzed to answer 
each of the three research questions guiding this study. Effectively, this study seeks to 
answer whether distance students experience sense of belonging to the institution, and if 
so, how is that connected to other metrics of success, and what can the institution do to 
more effectively promote that sense of belonging in online learners? Each research 
question is introduced with sub-questions, a summary of data used to address these 
questions, tests and analyses required, and findings. The primary research questions 
guiding this study were:  
1. To what extent do students report a sense of belonging to the institution? 
2. Does a sense of belonging play a central role in distance students’ satisfaction, 
persistence, and success at the institution? 
3. What can the institution do to promote a sense of belonging in distance 
students? 
RQ1: To What Extent do Distance Students Report a Sense of Belonging to the 
Institution? 
The first research question guiding this study asked to what extent distance 
students were reporting a sense of belonging to the institution and how this might differ 
across demographic groups, specifically gender and students of color. Effectively, this 
question explored whether distance students at OSU experienced belonging and to what 
extent. There are three sub-questions to address this research question: 
- What are the average levels of sense of belonging to the institution that 
students are reporting, according to the direct questions about belonging and 
the University Belonging Questionnaire (UBQ)? (Quan) 
- Are the two indicators of belonging, direct questions about belonging and the 
UBQ, significantly correlated or significantly different in mean level? (Quan) 
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- Do levels of belonging to the institution differ for students from different 
demographic groups (gender and students of color), according to both the 
direct questions about belonging and the UBQ? (Quan) 
This research question and all related sub-questions, were answered with 
quantitative data collected in this study. Specifically, belonging scores, both perceived 
and from the UBQ, satisfaction data, intent to persist scores, and participant reported 
GPA, as well as participant demographics, were used to answer this research question.  
Participants were asked a series of five direct questions to measure their perceived 
sense of belonging to OSU. The survey questions asked students about their level of 
agreement with feeling a sense of belonging in their classes, feeling like they matter, 
feeling a close connection to other students, feeling like their instructors care about them 
as a person, and feeling like university staff were there for them. These five questions 
were each asked on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). 
The perceived belonging score was calculated for each respondent by adding up their 
responses to each of the five questions, generating a possible score range of 0–25. As 
noted in Chapter 3, any scored questions left unanswered by participants were filled in 
with the average score of that survey item.  
Overall, participants reported a mean perceived belonging score of 15.82, with a 
standard deviation of 4.485 (Table 4.5), indicating a moderate perceived sense of 
belonging among participants. Figure 4.2 demonstrates that the perceived belonging 
scores of participants are normally distributed. Participants’ scores are skewing slightly to 
the higher end of the scale, showing a positive trend toward belonging in distance 
learners. 




Measures of Belonging 











173 5 25 15.82 4.485 3.16 
UBQ score 173 32 95 71.06 12.887 2.96 
Valid N (listwise) 173      
Note. Perceived belonging summary scores could range from 5 to 25; Perceived belonging average scores 
could range from 1 to 5; UBQ summary scores could range from 24 to 96; UBQ average scores could range 
from 1 to 4. 
 
Figure 4.2 
Distribution of Perceived Belonging Scores  
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The second measure of belonging included in the survey and a validated 
instrument, the UBQ (Slaten et al., 2018), was developed to measure belonging in 
university students. It is made up of 24 questions on three subscales—University 
Affiliation (UA), University Support and Acceptance (USA), and Faculty and Staff 
Relations (FSR). Each of the 24 questions requires students to respond in agreement on a 
4-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). The UBQ generates 
total scores ranging from 24–96, with each subscale generating a score based on the 
number of questions included in that scale (UA–12 questions, USA–8 questions, FSR–4 
questions). Overall, students’ UBQ summary scores had a mean of 71.06 (SD = 12.887), 
given a possible range of scores of 24–96, and students’ UBQ averaged scores had a 
mean of 2.96 on a scale of 1 to 4. Both are indications of some sense of belonging among 
OSU’s distance students as measured by the UBQ (Table 4.5), however there is a lot of 
room for improvement. Figure 4.3 demonstrates that the participants’ UBQ summary 
scores are normally distributed.  
  




Distribution of University Belonging Questionnaire Scores 
 
 To address the second sub-question and determine if the belonging indicators 
discussed in this section, perceived belonging and the UBQ, are significantly correlated 
or significantly different in mean level, a Pearson correlation test and an independent 
sample t-test are required. Pearson correlation is used to measure the linear relationship 
of two continuous variables, and an independent sample t-test is used to compare the 
means of two independent groups to determine if the means are significantly different 
(Field, 2018). Before doing this, a check for linearity between the two variables was 
conducted. Figure 4.4 shows a scatterplot of perceived belonging scores and UBQ scores 
and the linearity of the two variables.  




Scatterplot of UBQ Scores and Perceived Belonging Scores 
 
First, the Pearson correlation test results demonstrated that the perceived 
belonging score and the UBQ scores were positively correlated (r = .623, n = 173, p < 
.001). This indicated a strong relationship between the two measures of belonging. Next, 
to compare mean levels, scores from both measures of belonging must be normalized and 
compared on the same scale. To do this, the data was re-scaled in SPSS using the 
“compute variable” function. The researcher used a mathematical formula [(R1 – 
Min)/(Max – Min)] for each response to generate rescaled data points and new variables 
in SPSS. The new variables used in this test were labeled “Rescaled perceived belonging” 
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showing the mean for rescaled perceived belonging is .5410 (SD = 0.22424), and the 
mean for rescaled UBQ belonging is .6537 (SD = 0.17898). An independent sample t-test 
was conducted on the rescaled scores to compare the means (Table 4.7), which showed a 
significant difference in mean level scores between perceived belonging and UBQ 
belonging (t327.889 = -5.163, p < .001), indicating that, despite significant overlap, the two 
scales do not measure exactly the same construct.  
Table 4.6 
Rescaled Belonging Score Statistics 





173 .00 1.00 .5410 .22424 
Rescaled UBQ 
belonging 
173 .11 .99 .6537 .17898 
Valid N (listwise) 173     
 
  








of Variances t-Test for Equality of Means 




















-5.163 327.889 .000 -.11262 .02181 -.15553 -.06971 
**. Results are significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 The next sub-question under RQ1 looks to determine if levels of belonging to the 
institution differ among students from different demographic groups according to both 
perceived belonging and UBQ scores. The demographic groups of interest here are 
gender and race and ethnicity, both of which were collected on the survey but were 
optional for participants to provide. Earlier in this chapter, group statistics were presented 
in Table 4.3 on participants’ gender, indicating that 166 students identified as either 
female or male. Due to low numbers of students identifying as other gender categories, 
only female and male groups were explored for this particular data analysis. Table 4.8 
shows the mean perceived belonging and UBQ scores for the 166 participants who 
identified as female or male on the survey, demonstrating that female participants 
reported slightly higher levels of belongingness than male participants across both 
indicators. Female participants had a mean perceived belonging score 16.10 (SD = 4.232) 
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compared to male participants, who had a mean score of 15.15 (SD = 5.312). On the 
UBQ, female participants had a mean score of 71.54 (SD = 12.299), and male 
participants had a mean score of 70.76 (SD = 14.887).  
Table 4.8 
Perceived Belonging and UBQ by Gender 
Gender N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
Mean of 
Average Score 
UBQ score  
Female 120 71.54 12.299 1.123 3.22 




Female 120 16.10 4.232 .386 2.98 
Male 46 15.15 5.312 .783 2.95 
 
To compare levels of belonging between female and male participants, an 
independent sample t-test was used. Table 4.9 presents the results of the test, which 
indicate there was not a significant difference in mean perceived belonging scores 
between females and males (t68.030 = 1.085, p = .282). Similarly, there was not a 
significant difference in mean level scores between females and males when considering 
the UBQ scores (t164 = .345, p = .731). 
  








of Variances t-Test for Equality of Means 








Interval of the 
Difference 
Lower Upper 









.317 69.821 .752 .781 2.465 -4.136 5.698 
Perceived 
belonging score 









1.085 68.030 .282 .948 .873 -.795 2.691 
**. Results are significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 To further address this sub-question, data on race and ethnicity and belonging 
scores were explored. Similar to the data collected on gender, students were not required 
to provide this information, nor were there enough responses in each category to generate 
groups large enough to explore. Earlier in this chapter, Table 4.1 provides participant 
demographics, including statistics on participants’ race and ethnicity, indicating 78.5% of 
participants identified as White. Data was recoded for this test to compare belonging 
scores of White students to students who identified in all other categories. Table 4.10 
shows that White students had higher belonging scores across both indicators, scoring a 
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mean perceived belonging score of 16.33 (SD = 4.371) and a mean UBQ score of 72.37 
(SD = 12.249). Students in all other race and ethnicity categories had a mean perceived 
belonging score of 13.59 (SD = 4.3), almost 3 points lower than their White counterparts. 
On the UBQ, students in all other race and ethnicity categories had a mean score of 65.59 
(SD = 14.37), indicating a flatter distribution and more students within a larger range of 
scores.  
Table 4.10 
Perceived Belonging and UBQ UA by Race/Ethnicity 







Perceived belonging score      
White 135 16.33 4.371 .376 3.27 
All other categories 34 13.59 4.300 .737 2.72 
UBQ score      
White 135 72.37 12.249 1.054 3.02 
All other categories 34 65.59 14.370 2.464 2.73 
 
As in the test comparing belonging scores of gender groups, an independent 
sample t-test was used to compare mean scores for race and ethnicity groups. Table 4.11 
presents the result of this independent sample t-test, which indicates that given our 
significance level, a = 0.05, there is a significant difference in both mean perceived 
belonging scores (t167 = 3.283, p = .001) and UBQ scores (t167 = 2.784, p = .006), 
indicating that White students reported higher levels of belongingness than students from 
all other categories.  








of Variances t-Test for Equality of Means 













         
Equal variances 
assumed 
.008 .930 3.283 167.000 .001 2.745 .836 1.095 4.396 
Equal variances 
not assumed   
3.316 51.547 .002 2.745 .828 1.083 4.407 
UBQ score          
Equal variances 
assumed 
.464 .497 2.784 167.000 .006 6.782 2.436 1.972 11.592 
Equal variances 
not assumed   
2.530 45.805 .015 6.782 2.680 1.386 12.178 
**. Results are significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 In summary, the first research question guiding this study asked about the extent 
to which students reported belonging to the university and whether some demographic 
groups reported higher levels of belonging. This question was addressed entirely with 
quantitative data, and the findings indicate that distance students are reporting levels of 
belonging to the university that are encouraging. While gender does not appear to 
significantly impact reported levels of belonging, it is worth noting that females were 
represented much more than males. However, it is clear that significant differences exist 
in reported belonging levels among White students and students who identify with all 
other categories, including those who preferred not to respond to the survey question 
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collecting race and ethnicity data. Additionally, the perceived belonging scores and 
scores on the UBQ are positively correlated, indicating that the instrument can be used to 
measure sense of belonging in distance students. 
RQ2: Does Sense of Belonging Play a Central Role in Distance Students’ Success at 
the Institution? 
The second research question guiding this study asked if a sense of belonging 
plays a central role in distance students’ satisfaction, persistence, and success at the 
institution. Effectively, this explored whether sense of belonging matters in the distance 
student experience, and if so, how. To address this question, both quantitative and 
qualitative data from the survey were analyzed. There were two sub-questions to address 
this research question:  
- What is the relationship between a student’s sense of belonging and their 
satisfaction with the university, intent to persist, and academic success? (Quan) 
- When students are asked about their most positive and negative experiences as 
online students at OSU, to what extent do they mention experiences that 
involve belonging and connection versus lack of belonging and disconnection? 
(Qual) 
To address the first sub-question, quantitative data were analyzed to determine 
what the relationship is between belonging and student satisfaction, intention to persist, 
and academic success. As previously discussed in the first research question, the survey 
collected two measures of belonging to calculate belonging scores, the perceived 
belonging score and the UBQ belonging score. Additionally, students were asked to 
respond to various questions related to satisfaction, persistence, and academic success. 
The first set of questions used for this analysis included two survey questions intended to 
gage their overall satisfaction with OSU. One question asked students to rank their 
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overall satisfaction with their educational experience at OSU on a scale of 1 – 10, 1 being 
extremely dissatisfied and 10 being extremely satisfied. The other question asked 
students how likely they were to recommend online courses at OSU to a friend or 
colleague on a scale of 1 – 10, 1 being not likely at all and 10 being extremely likely, 
often referred to as a “net promoter score.” Table 4.12 shows that 133 participants 
responded to the overall satisfaction question, with a mean score of 7.83 (SD = 1.452), 
indicating a strong overall satisfaction with their experience at OSU. Figure 4.5 shows 
that the distribution of overall OSU satisfaction scores is relatively normal but skewed 
towards the high end of the scale. All 173 participants responded to the net promoter 
question with a mean score of 8.87 (SD = 1.695), indicating a likelihood that they would 
strongly recommend online learning at OSU to others. Figure 4.6 demonstrates that the 
distribution of net promoter scores is relatively normal but strongly skewed toward the 
top of the scale, further confirming the strong mean score. This net promoter score 
corresponds to the published annual student survey results from 2019 that show a net 
promoter score of 8.41 (Perez, 2019).  
Table 4.12 
Overall Satisfaction and Net Promoter Scores 





133 2 10 7.83 1.452 
Net promoter score 173 1 10 8.87 1.695 
Valid N (listwise) 133     
 




Distribution of Overall OSU Satisfaction Scores 
 
Figure 4.6 
Distribution of Net Promoter Scores 
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The second set of questions used for this analysis included three survey questions 
to determine a student’s intent to persist or likelihood they would continue taking courses 
and complete their degree. Students were asked to indicate their level of agreement on a 
four-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). The following 
statements were presented to students to gage their intent to persist: (a) I plan to register 
for online courses at OSU next term; (b) I am positive that I will earn a degree from 
OSU; and (c) I often think about dropping out of OSU’s online classes. The third 
question was reverse coded due to the negative framing of the statement to generate an 
accurate intent to persist score. Table 4.13 shows scores for each statement as well as 
overall intent to persist scores. On a total scale of 3–12, participants achieved a mean 
intent to persist score of 10.72 (SD = 1.496) or an average of 3.57 on a 4-point scale. 
Figure 4.7 demonstrates that scores are strongly skewed towards the high end of the 
range and are not normally distributed in this case, indicating that more participants have 
a higher intent to persist than expected.  
Table 4.13 
Intent to Persist Scores 
 N Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std. 
Deviation 
Confidence to register next term 173 1 4 3.73 .518 
Confidence to earn a degree 173 1 4 3.73 .562 
Considered dropping out 
(reverse coded) 
173 1 4 3.26 .804 
Intent to persist score 173 3 12 10.72 1.496 
Valid N (listwise) 173     
 




Distribution of Intent to Persist Scores 
 
 The final question used for this analysis asked participants to report their GPA in 
an open text box. Table 4.3 presented an average GPA of 3.44 (SD = 0.453522) for 137 
participants who responded to the question. Figure 4.1 demonstrated that the reported 
GPA data is normally distributed. 
To determine what the relationship is between belonging and student satisfaction, 
net promoter score, intention to persist, and GPA, correlation tests were run. The student 
satisfaction, net promoter, and intent to persist scores are all considered to be ordinal 
variables, so a Spearman’s Rho correlation test was performed (Field, 2018). Conversely, 
GPA is treated as a continuous variable, and as such, a Pearson’s correlation test was 
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performed (Field, 2018). The results of the Spearman correlations are presented in Table 
4.14. The tests indicated that there was a significant correlation between overall 
satisfaction and both perceived belonging (rs (131) = .356, p < .001) and UBQ scores (rs 
(131) = .424, p < .001). There is also a significant correlation between net promoter score 
and both perceived belonging (rs (171) = .440, p < .001) and UBQ scores (rs (171) = 
.503, p < .001), as well as intent to persist and both perceived belonging (rs (171) = .269, 
p < .001) and UBQ scores (rs (171) = .504, p < .001). It is worth noting, however, that 
the correlation for UBQ in all three cases is stronger than the perceived belonging scores, 
suggesting that the UBQ may in fact be a better measure of belonging for distance 
students and a more accurate barometer for their success.  
Table 4.14 




Score UBQ Score 
Spearman's rho Overall OSU 
satisfaction 
Correlation Coefficient .356** .424** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 
N 133 133 
Net promoter 
score 
Correlation Coefficient .440** .503** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 
N 173 173 
Intent to persist 
score 
Correlation Coefficient .269** .504** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 
N 173 173 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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The results of the Pearson correlation test are presented in Table 4.15, which 
indicated that there was not a significant correlation between GPA and either perceived 
belonging scores (r (135) = .006, p = .947) or UBQ scores (r (135) = .075, p = .387). This 
revealed that in the context of distance learning, sense of belonging and GPA are not 
related. 
Table 4.15 




Score UBQ Score 
OSU GPA Pearson Correlation .006 .075 
Sig. (2-tailed) .947 .387 
N 137 137 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
To address the second sub-question, qualitative data gathered from two of the four 
open-ended survey questions were analyzed. In these two survey questions, participants 
were asked to share both their most positive and most negative experiences as an online 
student at OSU. Overwhelmingly, faculty and instructors were significant impactors on 
the distance student experience, both negatively and positively, but many additional 
themes surfaced in the open-ended responses.  
When asked to share positive experiences, 64 of the 166 students who responded 
to this survey question (38.5%) mentioned faculty or instructors in their examples of 
interactions, support, or communication that lead to a positive experience. These 
experiences included responsiveness to students’ needs, showing care, prompt grading 
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and feedback, and other forms of showing that students mattered to faculty and 
instructors. Additionally, 27 participants (16.2%) mentioned student and peer 
interactions, often in the form of group work, discussion boards, and face-to-face study 
abroad experiences, and 25 participants (15%) mentioned staff, advisors, or success 
coaches when sharing positive experiences. While not necessarily connected to aspects of 
belonging, 62 participants (37.3%) cited flexibility, accessibility, and course organization 
as the most positive aspect of their online experience, indicating that for some distance 
students, the nuts and bolts of their education is really where the most positive impact can 
be achieved. Table 4.16 presents a sampling of participant responses to this question with 
accompanying themes.  
Table 4.16 
Sampling of Positive Experience Quotes and Themes  
Quote (emphasis added) Theme(s) 
My most positive experiences have been with the classes and 
opportunities offered through OSU. The classes are actual 
classes with detailed subject knowledge, teachers who are 
knowledgeable and active in their fields, and coursework that 
is challenging yet doable. As for the opportunities offered, I 
absolutely love that we as Ecampus students can go on study 
abroad trips, join clubs, and take certain courses that allow us 
to go to campus for a short period of time. These 





One of the most positive aspects to attending online classes at 
OSU is the effort(s) made by professors and administrators to 
reach out and connect. I have gotten the impression by many 
of my professors that they wanted to see me succeed. 





SENSE OF BELONGING FROM A DISTANCE 
 
103 
Sampling of Positive Experience Quotes and Themes (continued) 
Quote (Emphasis Added) Theme(s) 
I have a lot of health problems which makes school difficult 
at times. All my professors have been amazingly supportive. 
Their support makes me feel confident that I can reach my 
goals. I am so proud to go to school at OSU. As a poor, 
chronically ill with debilitating health issues, domestic 
violence survivor, single mother; having a college degree will 
change my life by opening doors that didn't exist to me, 
previously. I know I wouldn't be able to do it without the 





Professors who have taken a keen interest in my learning 
and gone to great effort to provide an environment which 
more closely resembles that of an on-campus classroom. 
Faculty interaction 
Faculty/Staff relations 
Consistent feedback, and timely feedback, from Instructors 
on my assignments. Since face-to-face communication is not 
available, the only means of communication are via email, 
canvas, and written feedback from Instructors. When I 
receive responses to emails in a timely manner, and 
constructive in-depth feedback from Instructors, I feel that 
my education is important to the institution and that my 




The inclusion of ecampus students in the University.  There 
are many opportunities for ecampus students to get involved 
and participate in clubs at the University.  Professors also do 
an outstanding job at treating students like they are actually 




University support and 
acceptance 
I did a Cuba Learning Abroad class, and enjoyed it 
immensely.  That was the only time I actually met any other 
students or faculty.  Also, I do enjoy my advisor, we do video 
chats, maybe once or twice a year.  Otherwise, some classes 
have been very positive with the material they were teaching 
and what I got out of it.  Specifically I remember a required 
[major] class re: [list of course names] 
Study abroad 
University affiliation 
Faculty/Staff relations  
I received a tassel with a note that said, “You made it this far, 
now keep going” 
University affiliation 
University support and 
acceptance 
 
SENSE OF BELONGING FROM A DISTANCE 
 
104 
 Additionally, structural coding of these responses revealed that 46 students 
(27.71%) shared components similar to that which the UBQ Faculty and Staff Relations 
subscale measures, 14 students (8.43%) shared components similar to that which the 
UBQ University Support and Acceptance subscale measures, and only 8 students (4.21%) 
shared components similar to that which the UBQ University Affiliation subscale 
measures. 
When students were asked about their most negative experience as an online 
student at OSU, an overwhelming 59 of the 162 students who responded to this survey 
question (36.4%) mentioned faculty or instructors in their answer. These answers took 
many forms, mostly including stories about lack of engagement and presence in the 
courses and not providing timely feedback or responding to questions about assignments 
or course material. However, other stories cited faculty and instructors whose attitudes 
either about teaching online or disrespect for online education had created an 
uncomfortable learning environment for students. Additionally, 13 participants (8%) 
mentioned student interactions, primarily in the form of lack of engagement and 
connection in their negative experiences; 12 participants (7.4%) specifically mentioned 
isolation, lack of community, or a disconnect from the institution or campus as a negative 
experience; and only 5 participants (3%) mentioned staff members, primarily advisors, in 
their negative experiences. Table 4.17 presents a sampling of participant responses to this 
question with accompanying themes. 
  




Sampling of Negative Experience Participant Quotes and Themes 
Quote (emphasis added) Theme(s) 
As much as the school tries to add as much variation of subjects for online 
students to take, there are still a limit in which being a distant student can 
be part of. Many lab based subjects are not available, and of course it is not 
possible to be part of many of the exciting extra-curricular programs that 
would be amazing (sports, music, fraternities, etc.) 
Limited course options 
Limited extra-curricular 
options 
University support and 
acceptance 
 
My most negative experience was with an instructor for [course name], 
where the instructor did not give video lectures, respond to discussion 
questions, or reply to emails.  I don't believe classes should be offered if the 
student never hears the instructors voice, sees them, or has any real 
interaction with them.  This one class almost made me drop out of college.  
My statements below would have been much more positive without the 
experience of this one class.  I reached out to ecampus student services, but 
that did not change the experience. 
 
Faculty not present 
Faculty/Staff relations 
 
As an Ecampus student, I find it frustrating that all of the suggested 
internships, employment opportunities and some scholarship options are all 
focused on Oregon residents. I would like to see more options for my 
location and broader opportunities for all students. 
 
Inclusive opportunities 
University support and 
acceptance 
 
My most negative experiences have been the feeling of loneliness and not 





It is sometimes incredibly difficult to get in contact with instructors or even 
other students for help. We can't just walk up to an instructor after class for 
a quick question, and most online students are people who are full time 
parents and employees (or even both) and it's hard to catch them for 
clarification or feedback on assignments. I have had numerous experiences 
where I have emailed instructors and haven't heard back from them in days-
-even though in their syllabus it states (usually) a response should arrive 






The only issues are more student interaction among peers to be required, 
better career opportunities and please allow distance education students to 







Some instructors don't get back to you quickly. In fact I had one who didn't 
really participate in the class. We all felt like the hated step child. I passed 
the class but it still would have been nice to have a bit more communication 
and interaction from the instructor. 
 
Faculty not present 
Response time 
Faculty/Staff relations 
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Additionally, structural coding of these responses revealed that 39 students 
(24.07%) shared components similar to that which the UBQ Faculty and Staff Relations 
subscale measures, 15 students (8.64%) shared components similar to that which the 
UBQ University Support and Acceptance subscale measures, and only 13 students 
(8.02%) shared components similar to that which the UBQ University Affiliation 
subscale measures. In summary, when distance students are asked about their most 
positive and negative experiences, themes of engagement, mattering, and isolation 
emerge primarily connected to faculty, students, and the institution.  
RQ3: What Can the Institution do to Promote a Sense of Belonging in Distance 
Students? 
The third and final research question guiding this study asked what the institution 
can do to promote sense of belonging among distance students. Effectively, this explored 
the role that the institution plays in facilitating sense of belonging in students and how it 
can be done better. Three sub-questions helped to address this research question: 
- What institutional factors are associated with students’ sense of belonging at 
OSU? (Quan) 
- To what extent do students’ experiences with those institutional factors differ 
for those from different demographic groups, specifically by gender and race 
and ethnicity?  (Quan) 
- When students are asked about their experiences of belonging and 
disconnection to the institution, what themes about institutional factors 
emerge? (Qual) 
 The first sub-question, which asked what institutional factors were associated 
with distance students’ belonging at OSU, required exploring the three UBQ subscales—
University Affiliation (UA), University Support and Acceptance (USA), and Faculty and 
Staff Relations (FSR)—and comparing correlations among the subscales as well as to 
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perceived belonging scores. The UBQ UA subscale specifically asked students to respond 
to 12 statements about their connections to campus—school colors, athletics, meeting 
alumni, pride in the institution, having branded materials, establishing relationships 
within the university, and sharing about the school with others—and other students at the 
institution and in their major. The UBQ USA subscale is used to measure overall support 
and general acceptance provided by the institution by asking students to respond to eight 
statements about the opportunities they had to grow, have diverse experiences, use 
supportive resources, engage in meaningful activities, and have their own cultural 
customs accepted at the university. The UBQ FSR subscale specifically asked students to 
respond to four statements about their connections to faculty and staff at the institution. 
Table 4.18 presents participant data for each of the UBQ subscales. On the UBQ UA 
subscale, participants scored a mean of 33.72 (SD = 7.186) and a 2.81 mean average of 
scores, suggesting moderate university affiliation. Figure 4.8 demonstrates a normal 
distribution of UBQ UA scores. On the UBQ USA subscale, participants scored a mean 
of 25.00 (SD = 4.218) and a 2.50 mean average of scores, indicating a strong sense of 
university support and acceptance. Figure 4.9 demonstrates a normal distribution of UBQ 
USA scores with a slight skew toward the top of the scale. On the UBQ FSR, participants 
scored a mean of 12.34 (SD = 3.028) and a 3.09 mean average of scores, indicating a 
stronger reporting of quality relationships with faculty and staff. Figure 4.10 
demonstrates a normal distribution of UBQ FSR scores with a slight skew toward the 
high end of the scale.  
  




UBQ Subscale Statistics 






UBQ UA score 173 12 47 33.72 7.186 2.81 
UBQ USA score 173 10 32 25.00 4.218 2.50 
UBQ FSR score 173 4 16 12.34 3.028 3.09 




Distribution of UBQ UA Scores 
 
  




Distribution of UBQ USA Scores 
 
Figure 4.10 
Distribution of UBQ FSR Scores 
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To determine what association exists among the three UBQ subscales as well as 
between the subscales and participants’ sense of belonging, correlation tests were used. 
To compare UBQ subscales, a Pearson’s correlation test was used (Table 4.19). The tests 
show that the most significant correlation among subscales is that of UA and USA (r 
(171) = .722, p < .001), followed closely by USA and FSR (r (171) = .714, p < .001), and 
then finally UA and FSR (r (171) = .585, p < .001).  
Table 4.19 








UBQ UA score    
Pearson Correlation 1 .722** .585** 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 
N 173 173 173 
UBQ USA score    
Pearson Correlation .722** 1 .714** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .000 
N 173 173 173 
UBQ FSR Score    
Pearson Correlation .585** .714** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000  
N 173 173 173 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Next, because the range of scales in this comparison was different, a Spearman’s 
correlation test was conducted (Table 4.20). The Spearman’s test shows that the 
perceived belonging score is most significantly correlated with UBQ USA (rs (171) = 
.578, p < .001), followed by UBQ UA (rs (171) = .555, p < .001), and then UBQ FSR (rs 
(171) = .499, p < .001), indicating that experiences of university support and acceptance 
were most impactful to a student’s perceived belonging score. Most importantly, all three 
institutional factors show significant correlation with students’ belonging, indicating that 
university affiliation, experiences of university support and acceptance, and relationships 
with faculty and staff all play a critical role in facilitating belonging in distance students. 
  





















1.000 .681** .495** .555** 
Sig. (2-tailed) . .000 .000 .000 





.681** 1.000 .693** .578** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 . .000 .000 





.495** .693** 1.000 .499** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 . .000 






.555** .578** .499** 1.000 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 . 
N 173 173 173 173 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
The second sub-question asked to what extent do students’ experiences with these 
institutional factors—university affiliation, university support and acceptance, and faculty 
and staff relations—vary from different demographic groups, specifically by gender and 
race and ethnicity. The first demographic group analyzed was gender, which due to small 
numbers of participants in other groups, was only explored by female and male groups. 
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Table 4.21 presents group statistics on all three UBQ subscales by gender, showing that 
females had higher mean scores for both USA (M = 25.35, SD = 4.087) and FSR (M = 
12.41, SD = 6.780) compared to males (M = 24.43, SD = 4.627; M = 12.22, SD = 3.204). 
However, males had a higher mean score for UA (M = 34.11, SD = 8.418) compared to 
females (M = 33.78, SD = 6.780). It is worth noting, however, that the differences appear 
to be slight and require a test for mean level difference. 
Table 4.21 
UBQ Subscale Group Statistics by Gender 







UBQ UA score      
Female 120 33.78 6.780 .619 2.82 
Male 46 34.11 8.418 1.241 2.84 
UBQ USA score      
Female 120 25.35 4.087 .373 3.17 
Male 46 24.43 4.627 .682 3.05 
UBQ FSR score      
Female 120 12.41 3.039 .277 3.10 
Male 46 12.22 3.204 .472 3.05 
 
 To determine if there is a significant mean level difference, an independent 
sample t-test to compare means of all three UBQ subscale scores between females and 
males was conducted. Table 4.22 presents t-test results by gender for all subscales. The 
independent sample t-test indicates that there is not a significant mean level difference in 
scores between females and males on any of the three UBQ subscales—UBQ UA (t164 = -
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.258, p = .797), UBQ USA (t164 = 1.244, p = .215), and UBQ FSR (t164 = .357, p = .722). 
In summary, gender did not appear to have an impact on students’ UBQ subscale scores, 
similar to the findings presented earlier in this chapter that gender did not appear to have 
an impact on students’ overall UBQ scores.    
Table 4.22 





Variances t-Test for Equality of Means 








Interval of the 
Difference 
Lower Upper 
UBQ UA score          
Equal variances 
assumed 
2.689 .103 -.258 164.000 .797 -.325 1.260 -2.813 2.163 
Equal variances 
not assumed   
-.235 68.563 .815 -.325 1.387 -3.092 2.442 
UBQ USA score          
Equal variances 
assumed 
.199 .656 1.244 164 .215 .915 .736 -.537 2.368 
Equal variances 
not assumed   
1.177 73.455 .243 .915 .778 -.634 2.465 
UBQ FSR score          
Equal variances 
assumed 
.005 .942 .357 164.000 .722 .191 .535 -.865 1.247 
Equal variances 
not assumed   
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The next demographic group explored was race and ethnicity. As mentioned 
previously, due to small numbers of participants in other groups, race and ethnicity data 
were explored by two categories, “White” and “all other categories.” Table 4.23 presents 
group statistics on all three UBQ subscales by race and ethnicity, showing that White 
students scored higher on every UBQ subscale—UA (M = 34.29, SD = 6.921), USA (M 
= 25.45, SD = 3.903), and FSR (M = 12.63, SD = 2.833)—than students who identified 
in all other categories—UA (M = 31.26, SD = 8.095), USA (M = 23.24, SD = 4.942), and 
FSR (M = 11.09, SD = 3.476). The standard deviations of scores of students from all 
other categories were also higher, indicating a flatter distribution and larger range of 
scores, compared to students who identified as White. This data pointed to a difference in 
mean level between groups, which required further statistical analysis.  
Table 4.23 
UBQ Subscales Group Statistics by Race and Ethnicity 







UBQ UA score      
White 135 34.29 6.921 .596 2.86 
All other categories 34 31.26 8.095 1.388 2.61 
UBQ USA score      
White 135 25.45 3.903 .336 3.18 
All other categories 34 23.24 4.942 .848 2.91 
UBQ FSR score      
White 135 12.63 2.833 .244 3.16 
All other categories 34 11.09 3.476 .596 2.77 
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To determine if there was a significant mean level difference, an independent 
sample t-test to compare means of UBQ subscale scores between White students and 
students identifying in all other race categories was conducted. Table 4.24 presents the 
results of the independent sample t-test for all three subscales, which indicate that there 
was a significant mean level difference in all three subscale scores between White 
students and students who identified in all other race categories—UA (t167 = 2.199, p = 
.029), USA (t167 = 2.797, p = .006), and FSR (t167 = 2.704, p = .008). In summary, 
participants’ race and ethnicity significantly impacted all three UBQ subscale scores. 
  









Variances t-Test for Equality of Means 






















2.002 45.883 .051 3.024 1.511 -.017 6.065 
UBQ USA 
Score 









2.431 43.914 .019 2.217 .912 .379 4.054 
UBQ FSR 
Score 









2.393 44.657 .021 1.541 .644 .244 2.839 
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The final two qualitative survey questions used in the survey address the third 
sub-question. The survey asked students to share both a time when they felt a real sense 
of belonging or connection to the university and a time when they felt a sense of 
disconnection or being an outsider to OSU. In total, 134 students provided a response to 
the question asking them to share a story of belonging. In those stories, 45 students 
(33.5%) shared components similar to that which the UBQ University Affiliation 
subscale questions address, 27 students (16.4%) shared components similar to that which 
the UBQ Faculty and Staff Relations subscale measures, and 16 students (11.9%) shared 
components similar to that which the UBQ University Support and Acceptance subscale 
measures. Additionally, 32 students (23.8%) used words and terms close to belonging, 
such as mattering, caring, being valued, connecting, being remembered, and common 
experiences, when sharing about a time when they felt they belonged at the institution. 
Most surprisingly, 26 participants (19.4%) specifically cited university events as a time 
when they felt a sense of belonging. University events included visiting campus for a 
variety of reasons, including sporting events, while on vacation, to attend a course, or to 
take a tour. Other events mentioned that occurred off campus included study abroad 
programs, hybrid courses at satellite campuses, field courses, and sporting events. This 
category also included campus-based clubs and organizations that welcomed distance 
students to attend club meetings and events remotely via video conferencing technology. 
There were also 17 participants (12.6%) who responded that they had either never 
experienced a sense of belonging to the university or that it simply didn’t matter to them 
as a distance student. Table 4.25 presents a sampling of participant responses to this 
question and corresponding themes. 




Sampling of Belonging Experience Quotes and Themes 
Quote (emphasis added) Theme(s) 
I applied to study abroad in the summer with Dr. [other name]. 
Even though I was the only ecampus student I felt welcome and 
valuable. I felt included as there was a program that was short 





University support and acceptance 
 
Some of my [major] classes were very interactive, with lots of 
discussion between students and with instructor involvement.  
The instructor remembered people from class to class, and was 







Though I am a [major] major, I was able to connect with my 
Father-In-Law who received his Masters in Engineering at OSU. 
There have also been a few times I have had a connection with a 
classmate on Discussion Boards. The staff at OSU make me feel 
like I matter to them, and I appreciate that. I know that there are 
resources and help available to me at any, and all times. Oh, and 
when I received the tassel in the mail after I enrolled. That was a 
small gesture that made me feel that OSU was really invested in 







University support and acceptance 
 
I didn't feel connected to OSU until I met Dr. [other name]. She 






I feel connected to OSU whenever I am in contact with the 
ecampus success team.  The success coaches and the team staff 
have always made me feel a part of OSU.  They have advocated 
for me which has given me a sense of belonging.  I felt 
connection at the hybrid course Portland campus and recently 
when a co-worker mentioned they were also taking online 








It's the classes where the instructors are particularly involved that 
gives me a sense of connection. This involvement can be through 
commenting on assignments and discussion boards or even 
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Sampling of Belonging Experience Quotes and Themes (continued) 
Quote (emphasis added) Theme(s) 
After the weather crisis that devasted my farm, the staff and 
teachers at OSU really went out of their way to support me in 
every way possible while I struggled to finish out the term.  They 
stepped up and let me know that they were in my corner and then 




University Support and Acceptance 
 
I am very proud to wear my OSU apparel even though I am far 
from Oregon. When I do I feel connected to my university. That 
feeling gets stronger whenever people ask me about OSU and I 




When OSU sent out the letters and tassels reminding E campus 
undergrads that they could reach their goals, I was overcome with 
a sense of belonging that almost made me cry. It was exactly 
what I needed at that time as I was feeling overwhelmed. 
Belonging 
Caring 
University Support and Acceptance 
 
I was able to go on the Mountains to Sea: Ecosystems of Chile 
study abroad trip over spring break last year. Being able to 
connect with other students of my major, and other like majors, 
made me feel like I was going to the right school because there 
were other people with the same career goals as me. In addition, I 
made fast friends and the professors cared about me--my 
learning, my life, my goals, etc. that week. This made me feel 
even more connected to the school and thankful that I have the 










I'd have to say that the one time I truly felt a sense of belonging 







Participants were also asked to share a time they felt a sense of disconnection, 
yielding 155 participant responses. In those responses, 29 students (18.7%) shared 
components similar to that which the UBQ University Affiliation subscale questions 
address, 21 students (13.54%) shared components similar to that which the UBQ 
University Support and Acceptance subscale measures, and 21 students (13.54%) shared 
components similar to that which the UBQ Faculty and Staff Relations subscale 
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measures. Additionally, 24 participants (15.48%) voiced that the online modality simply 
was not conducive to fostering a sense of belonging for distance students or was 
prohibitive in nature to creating that feeling of connection. Similar to other questions, 17 
participants (10.96%) mentioned learning about campus events or activities, not having 
access to those events or activities, or simply not having the opportunity to visit campus 
as a critical experience of disconnect for them. Similar to the previous question, 16 
participants (10.32%) indicated that they couldn’t recall a time when they felt specifically 
disconnected or a lack of belonging to the institution, and 8 participants (5.16%) voiced 
that sense of belonging and connection was either not important or didn’t matter to them 
as a distance student. Table 4.26 presents a sampling of quotes and corresponding themes 
from this question.  
Table 4.26 
Sampling of Lack of Belonging Experience Quotes and Themes 
Quote (emphasis added) Theme(s) 
Struggling in my courses and only one out of three professors reached 




Generally speaking, I feel like online students are used to bankroll the 
institution. A stronger effort needs to be made on improving student life 





That's been most of my experience. Between work and school, and being 
a commuter student, I can't connect to the campus community. When 
there are events I can't attend, I feel really disconnected. 
Work life balance 
University affiliation 
 
I feel a disconnection when there are seminars, workshops, etc. that 
sound interesting but they are available only on campus and I cannot be 
there to experience them. 
Resources 
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Sampling of Lack of Belonging Experience Quotes and Themes (continued) 
Quote (emphasis added) Theme(s) 
Whenever OSU posts [major] clubs, speakers, opportunities, internships, 
and jobs, I am for sure an outsider. Why would you let us know about 




University support and 
acceptance 
I prefer to not have direct involvement at this point in my life.  That is 
why I am taking online classes. 
No desire for connection 
Any time I try to come on campus I feel like an outsider. I cannot use 
Dixon or any exercise facilities nor can I use student health services 
except for the Counseling. There’s never any invites or on campus events 




University support and 
acceptance 
It’s been hard connecting to students and developing relationships. It 





In a class where the assignment grades and feedback were delayed for 





One of my professors offered me to stop by her lab if I ever found myself 
on the Corvallis campus. While this was an amazing offer, I have never 
actually been to OSU and probably will not make it up there, which made 
me feel the downsides of being an only online student. Perhaps more 
opportunities like this should be offered to Ecampus students. More 
invitations to orientation week, more courses that have a week of study 
on campus, more invitations to tour and be a part of on campus research. 
While this may be impossible for some, and hard for others to take 
advantage of, even just the offer makes an attempt to bridge the gap 
between tradition[al] and Ecampus student experiences. 
University support and 
acceptance 
On-campus events 
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Summary of Key Findings 
There are five key findings from this study. First, there was significant correlation 
between the two instruments used to measure belonging, indicating that the UBQ has the 
potential to be used to measure belonging in distance students (RQ1). Second, analyses 
showed that the UBQ score was strongly correlated with students’ overall satisfaction, 
net promoter score, and intent to persist, demonstrating a relationship between student 
success and sense of belonging (RQ2). Third, both quantitative and qualitative data 
indicate that faculty and staff relationships play a critical role in facilitating belonging in 
distance students (RQ3a & c). Fourth, many students reported university events as a time 
when they felt most connected to the institution as a distance student (RQ3a & c). 
University events included visiting campus for a variety of reasons, including sporting 
events, while on vacation, to attend a course, or to take a tour. Finally, White students 
and students of other race/ethnicity groups scored significantly different mean scores of 
belonging, indicating that students of color may have a harder time developing a sense of 
belonging in online environments similar to trends we see in traditional on-campus 
environments (RQ1c & RQ3b).  
 Chapter 5 presents a brief summary of this study and research questions, reviews 
major findings, presents implications of the findings and recommendations, identifies 
limitations of the study, and suggests areas for future research.  
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Chapter Five: Implications 
 The purpose of this mixed methods study was to examine sense of belonging to 
the institution in online learners: if it matters to them, how they experience belonging as 
distance learners, and what role the institution plays in fostering belonging. Furthermore, 
this research study examined the relationship between online learners’ perceived and 
measured sense of belonging to confirm that further exploration into the phenomena of 
belonging in distance learners is warranted. The research questions guiding this study 
were: 
1) To what extent do distance students report a sense of belonging to the 
institution? 
a. What are the average levels of sense of belonging to the institution that 
students are reporting, according to the direct questions about belonging 
and the University Belonging Questionnaire (UBQ)? 
b. Are the two indicators of belonging, direct questions about belonging and 
the UBQ, significantly correlated or significantly different in mean level? 
c. Do levels of belonging to the institution differ for students from different 
demographic groups (gender and students of color), according to both the 
direct questions about belonging and the UBQ?  
2) Does a sense of belonging play a central role in distance students’ satisfaction, 
persistence, and success at the institution? 
a. What is the relationship between a student’s sense of belonging and their 
satisfaction with the university, intent to persist, and academic success? 
b. When students are asked about their most positive and negative 
experiences as online students at OSU, to what extent do they mention 
experiences that involve belonging and connection versus lack of 
belonging and disconnection? 
3) What can the institution do to promote a sense of belonging in distance 
students?  
a. What institutional factors are associated with students’ sense of belonging 
at OSU? 
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b. To what extent do students’ experiences with those institutional factors 
differ for those from different demographic groups, specifically by gender 
and race and ethnicity? 
c. When students are asked about their experiences of belonging and 
disconnection to the institution, what themes about institutional factors 
emerge? 
 Data for this study were gathered at Oregon State University (OSU), a large 
public land-grant university offering nationally ranked online degree programs through 
their Ecampus division. At the time of this study, OSU enrolled over 10,000 purely 
distance undergraduate and graduate students each year, located in all 50 states and more 
than 50 countries around the world. It was chosen as the research site because of the 
researcher’s access to data and participants. The researcher was serving in the role of 
director of student success at OSU Ecampus and overseeing the unit and staff responsible 
for providing students services and success initiatives at the time of this study. Data were 
collected via an online survey in which eligible students were invited to participate 
during the summer of 2019. Eligible students were defined as those who: 
- Were an undergraduate degree-seeking student; 
- Were coded as a purely distance student (DSC campus code in the Student 
Information System), meaning the student was pursuing a degree completely 
online; 
- Were enrolled in either spring 2019 or summer 2019 quarters; and 
- Had completed a minimum of 24 credits at OSU (demonstrating enough time 
at the university to have a good sense of their experience and belonging to the 
institution). 
The online survey was open for four weeks, and all students received an initial 
invitation and two reminder emails before it closed, resulting in 173 complete responses. 
The survey consisted of 44 questions, including 24 questions from the UBQ (Slaten et al., 
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2018), 5 questions to measure perceived belonging explicitly, 3 questions to measure 
intent to persist, one question on overall satisfaction, one question on likelihood of 
recommending OSU to a friend or colleague, 4 open-ended questions asking students to 
share their experiences connected to online learning and belonging, and 5 questions 
collecting demographic information. Quantitative data collected from the survey 
responses were analyzed using SPSS, and qualitative data was analyzed using structural 
and open coding.  
Five major findings are highlighted in this chapter for discussion. First, and most 
foundational to the study, the results of the Pearson correlation (r (171) = .572, p < .001) 
indicated that there was a significant correlation between students’ perceived 
belonging score and their UBQ belonging score (RQ1). As expected, UBQ scores are 
higher than perceived belonging scores, as the UBQ is extensively in-depth and takes into 
consideration many factors surrounding belonging to generate a score. This demonstrates 
potential for the UBQ instrument to be used to measure belonging in distance students in 
future studies and that the subscales used on the UBQ—university affiliation, faculty and 
staff relations, and university support and acceptance—are meaningful to distance 
students’ sense of belonging as well for traditional students. As it stands, there is not a 
tool that is explicitly designed to measure distance student sense of belonging, so this 
finding is significant to those who seek to further research and assess belonging in this 
population.  
Second, this study confirmed that distance students experienced a sense of 
belonging and that it is strongly correlated with students’ overall satisfaction, net 
promoter score, and intent to persist, but it is not correlated with GPA (RQ2). The 
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results of the Spearman correlation indicated that there was a significant correlation 
between UBQ scores and overall satisfaction (rs (131) = .424, p < .001), net promoter 
score (rs (171) = .503, p < .001), and intent to persist (rs (171) = .504, p < .001). This 
finding, especially the connection of belonging to persistence, confirms other research 
that has concluded that online students’ sense of belonging positively influences their 
ability and intent to persist in their pursuit of higher education (Hausmann et al., 2007; 
Merriam & Bierema, 2014).  
Third, both quantitative and qualitative data analyzed in this study indicated that 
faculty and staff play a critical role in facilitating sense of belonging to the 
institution in distance students (Q3a & c). Quantitatively, the UBQ FSR scores were 
positively correlated with perceived belonging (r (171) = .530, p < .001) and UBQ total 
belonging scores (r (171) = .795, p < .001). In open-ended questions requesting that 
students share either positive or negative experiences, participants overwhelmingly 
mention faculty members or instructors in their experiences, demonstrating that good or 
bad, faculty are significant contributors to the belonging experience of distance students. 
While much of the belonging research on university students tends to clearly articulate 
the value of peer relationships in facilitating belonging, much can also be said about the 
faculty and staff role in distance student belonging. Research has cited the importance of 
faculty relationships in the retention of online learners, but few tie that importance to 
concepts of belonging and mattering (Brown et al., 2015; Lehman & Conceicao, 2014). 
Additionally, many of the themes found in participant responses aligned with 
Schlossberg’s (1989) aspects of mattering, specifically acceptance, importance, and ego-
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extension—the belief that someone else will be proud of their success or sympathize with 
their failures. 
Fourth, many students reported university events as a time when they felt 
most connected to the institution as a distance student (RQ3 a & c). University events 
included visiting campus for a variety of reasons, including sporting events, while on 
vacation, to attend a course, or to take a tour. Other events mentioned that occurred off 
campus included study abroad programs, hybrid courses at satellite campuses, field 
courses, and sporting events. This category also included campus-based clubs and 
organizations that welcomed distance students to attend club meetings and events 
remotely via video conferencing technology. While Lehman and Conceicao (2014) 
notably list physical separation at the top of the list of common reasons for online student 
attrition, little attention is paid to how institutions can remedy that. In participant 
responses, it was clear that both students and OSU were intentional about finding ways to 
reduce feelings of physical separation among students.  
Finally, findings indicated that White students experienced a stronger sense of 
belonging to the institution than students identifying as other race/ethnicity groups 
(RQ1c & RQ3b). This was evident from the perceived belonging scores (t167 = 3.283, p = 
.001), UBQ UA subscale (t167 = 2.199, p = .029), UBQ FSR subscale (t167 = 2.704, p = 
.008, and the UBQ USA subscale (t167 = 2.797, p = .006). This finding is significant 
because it helps to inform the institution that a belonging gap exists between White 
students and students of other racial/ethnic groups. The finding is also consistent with 
belonging research done in traditional campus environments (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; 
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Strayhorn, 2012), and illustrates the larger problem that higher education continues to be 
a place that primarily welcomes those from dominant groups.  
Implications and Recommendations 
The problem presented in Chapter 1 of this study focuses on poor retention and 
completion rates among online learners. Research has shown that sense of belonging 
significantly impacts retention of on-campus students, but few studies have explored the 
phenomena of belonging in distance students, which is foundational to proposing 
solutions that may foster belonging in order to improve retention and completion rates of 
online learners, a rapidly growing sector of higher education. The purpose of this study 
was to better understand sense of belonging in distance learners and to identify 
programmatic changes that institutions may need to consider in managing online degree 
programs. Additionally, the researcher sought to make recommendations for the use of 
belonging as a tool for more effectively retaining and encouraging persistence and 
completion of online learners.  
Programmatic Changes 
 Institutions vary widely in their management of online programs, from funding 
models to course development and faculty hiring to student services. Depending on the 
model, there are factors that managers may or may not have much control over. However, 
there are three factors worth exploring that are tied directly to faculty and their ability to 
foster a sense of belonging among online students—faculty workload for online 
instruction, faculty training, and course evaluations.  
Restructuring faculty workload assignments for online instruction may need to be 
considered differently from traditional courses in order to give instructors the additional 
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time needed for communicating and responding to students both collectively and 
individually in their online courses. The open-ended responses in this study yielded 
strong feedback from students about the importance of faculty response time and 
communication that was consistent with OSU’s published annual student survey (Perez, 
2019).  
Often, faculty and administrators alike make the mistake of assuming that 
teaching online takes less attention and time than teaching an on-campus course, but the 
reality is often the opposite. Research has shown that instructor presence (Sithole et al., 
2019), active course facilitation and management (Martin et al., 2019), and faculty 
satisfaction (Stickney et al., 2019) are all critical to quality online programming. In a 
study exploring expectations and challenges for faculty teaching online courses,  Sithole 
et al. (2019) stated that “social presence of the instructor throughout the course is 
considered one of the most important aspects of online instruction, especially when it 
comes to keeping the online students connected to the class” (p. 69). The researchers 
went on to assert that delayed feedback and response times lead to discouragement and 
attrition for distance students. It is reasonable to suggest that students notice a lack of 
instructor presence and interpret this as a message from the faculty, and sometimes the 
institution, that they don’t matter. Other information provided by students indicated that 
when they did receive feedback or communications, they were surprised to find that 
faculty did not have an understanding of what it meant for them to be a distance student, 
leading to the second programmatic recommendation.  
 Faculty training built around informing instructors of adult and online learner 
demographics, challenges, and ways to support the population should be required for 
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those who are assigned to teach online courses. Faculty should be aware of who they are 
communicating with and honoring the students they are working with. This will be more 
important as colleges see more on-campus students enrolling in online courses with their 
distance peers. It is important to distance students that faculty and staff understand who 
they are and what they are balancing outside of school—work, family, health, or other 
obligations that may get in the way. Additionally, faculty training should cover specific 
expectations of teaching online, such as time management for grading, regular 
communication or interaction with students in the course, practicing instructor presence, 
and providing timely feedback (Sithole et al., 2019). Trainings could be offered in the 
form of online courses, providing faculty with insight to the student experience. While 
providing in-depth trainings for instructors can be time consuming and costly, one study 
on faculty satisfaction in online education emphasized the importance of institutional 
support (Stickney et al., 2019). In addition to faculty satisfaction, the costs associated 
with such trainings are  valuable investments that pay off in student satisfaction, and 
eventually revenue generated via student retention and completion. Providing faculty 
ample time to develop online courses and attend trainings, appropriate compensation or 
other incentives, and developing organizational policies that have garnered faculty 
support are all considered to be aspects of institutional support.   
 Finally, course evaluations present a few opportunities to let students know that 
they matter or belong. While some institutions may centralize course evaluations, others 
may present the opportunity to faculty to add or customize specific questions. In that 
case, faculty should include a question or two on their course evaluations that allow them 
to gather feedback on the whether or not they are fostering a sense of belonging in their 
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online course. While this presents a gap in the literature on course evaluations, the 
researcher recommends that additional questions could include a simple rating of how 
much the student felt like they belonged or mattered in the course. Open-ended questions 
eliciting feedback on how the faculty member either made them feel welcomed or 
disconnected could be added as well. For institutions offering less flexibility for 
customized course evaluations, faculty should administer mid-course evaluations to 
gather feedback from students and make timely changes instruction or curriculum. 
Another simple way faculty can let students know that they matter or belong is by 
following up after the course has ended to let students know that their feedback was read 
and will help to inform their teaching in future classes. This could be done simply by 
sending an email to the whole class thanking them for their time and feedback.  
Use of Belonging as a Tool for Retention and Persistence of Online Learners 
 Research has shown that fostering belonging in college students positively 
impacts their ability to achieve, persist, and graduate (Freeman et al., 2007; Hurtado & 
Carter, 1997; Strayhorn, 2012); however, the research is primarily focused on traditional 
populations attending classes on campus. To extend what is known about university 
belonging into the online environment, institutions managing online programs should 
develop what I call the “belonging curriculum” to fit both institutional and student needs.  
Strayhorn (2012) stated that “sense of belonging is particularly meaningful to those who 
‘perceive themselves as marginal to the mainstream life [of college]’” (p. 10). The 
belonging curriculum is a collection of intentional messaging and programming that 
communicates to students that they belong at the institution, their presence matters, and 
that they are supported as adult and distance learners. This curriculum should be launched 
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from the moment the student indicates interest in the university and should continue 
beyond their graduation, even at times when the student has stopped out or unenrolled. 
The belonging curriculum should be multifaceted and not just focused on student 
services. 
 As mentioned in Chapter 2, an overarching concept found in theories of adult 
learning is that practitioners should honor each student and the experience they bring 
with them into the learning environment (Knowles, 1970; Merriam & Bierema, 2014). 
For this reason, messaging in the belonging curriculum should be rooted in honoring 
adult and distance learners while creating community and acknowledging commonality in 
the challenges faced by that population. Encouragement should be offered at milestones 
such as admission, enrollment, and completion of the first term and first year, as well as 
re-entry to the institution after stopping out. There should be messages acknowledging 
and celebrating progress and achievements, as well as interventions that are targeted to 
those who are experiencing challenges. While messages should inform students of 
support and resources, content should also instill a strong sense of affiliation with the 
university and align with traditions similar to those experienced by on-campus students. 
An example of this, mentioned by multiple survey participants, is a first-term campaign 
at OSU that replaces the convocation experience for distance students with a tassel 
mailing that explains the significance of that event with a personalized letter 
demonstrating institutional support for the student and the gift of an OSU tassel. In 
addition to messaging coming from an online education unit, special attention should 
always be paid to institutional websites and communications going out to distance 
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students to ensure not only that the language is welcoming and inclusive to the 
population, but also that a thread of belonging is woven throughout. 
Programs in the belonging curriculum should specifically focus on connecting 
students to campus, events, faculty, alumni, and other students, whether remotely and/or 
in-person. Partnerships should be forged with alumni networks to encourage inclusion of 
distance students in local area university events. Alumni partnerships could include 
mentoring programs or other initiatives that connect students to alumni in meaningful 
ways. Additionally, institutions should make resources available for distance students to 
travel to campus for academic offerings. Recommendations include inviting distance 
students to participate in condensed course offerings, research seminars and symposiums, 
and awards ceremonies on campus. Furthermore, institutions should advocate for distance 
students to be included in social offerings by creating access to and encouraging the use 
of recreational facilities, athletic events, and other student fee-funded activities on 
campus. Additionally, efforts should be made to include distance students in student 
organizations and clubs or other campus events through web and video conferencing 
technology. While distance students did not overwhelmingly cite connections with peers 
as a significant factor in developing a sense of belonging, many mentioned a desire to be 
more connected to organizations that students belong to and that provide a connection to 
campus that is valuable for building community. While many faculty and staff may take 
the first step by offering an opportunity, the opportunity itself may not be valuable 
without the resources needed to make it a reality. One participant offered the following 
comment when asked about a time they felt a sense of disconnection:  
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One of my professors offered me to stop by her lab if I ever found myself on the 
Corvallis campus. While this was an amazing offer, I have never actually been to 
OSU and probably will not make it up there, which made me feel the downsides 
of being an only online student. Perhaps more opportunities like this should be 
offered to Ecampus students. More invitations to orientation week, more courses 
that have a week of study on campus, more invitations to tour and be a part of on 
campus research. While this may be impossible for some, and hard for others to 
take advantage of, even just the offer makes an attempt to bridge the gap between 
tradition[al] and Ecampus student experiences.  
 Other programming that allows for distance students at the institution to share 
their stories about transitioning to the university and the challenges and successes they 
have experienced as a distance student would also add value to the belonging curriculum. 
This could be done through marketing efforts, online learning communities, or in 
orientation programming. Drawing from Goodenow's (1993) definition of belonging and 
extending it to an online environment, this sharing of stories by current students adds to 
their feeling of being valued and encouraged by others as well as feeling like an 
important part of other students’ experiences. Additionally, it helps to normalize the 
experience for others, while also reinforcing the message that students are not on this 
journey alone and they can achieve success. This is especially important for new 
students. The institution can facilitate the collection of these stories and coordinate their 
timing and placement to impact the student experience. Such stories could also be useful 
to faculty in trying to take the students’ perspectives and imagine what it’s like to be a 
distance student. Researchers have recommended that institutions find strategies that 
discourage students from taking a “lone wolf approach to distance study” (Brown et al., 
2015, p. 12), but this type of programming takes that recommendation to a new level by 
not focusing on support services but on the building of support and community through 
storytelling and finding commonality.  
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Finally, if institutions use sense of belonging as a tool for more effectively 
retaining distance students, they should start tracking measures of belonging as a success 
metric, along with measures of satisfaction, persistence, retention, and completion. This 
study shows that the UBQ is a valid and reliable measure of belonging among online 
students that could easily be integrated into normal evaluation protocols. Similar to 
Tinto's (2012) call to action in Completing College: Rethinking Institutional Action, 
where he rallies institutions to approach student success by collecting and analyzing data, 
developing plans and interventions, and actively pursuing students success as an 
institutional goal, universities interested in the belonging of their distance students should 
approach it with intention. Institutions should use this metric to implement a belonging 
curriculum that fits their organization or make small and steady changes that lead to 
stronger student satisfaction, persistence, and eventually, completion. There are added 
benefits to tracking belonging that extend well beyond the student life cycle, especially as 
it relates to university affiliation. Strong university affiliation could translate to 
institutional loyalty and alumni giving after a student graduates or manifest is other ways 
of alumni engagement that are valuable to the institution. 
Limitations 
 There are several limitations to this study, most of which are limitations of the 
sample and methodology. First, while this study used mixed methods, the scope was 
limited by heavy reliance on quantitative data. Belonging, while a complex concept that 
is often explored in a qualitative manner, is not covered well in literature about distance 
learners. Little is known about whether or not experiencing a sense of belonging mattered 
to distance learners, if they actually experienced belonging to the institution, or how they 
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experienced it. In order to answer foundational questions about belonging in distance 
students, a mixed methods approach was chosen that primarily relied on quantitative data 
to reveal if belonging mattered and if students actually experienced belonging as 
measured by an existing instrument. An expanded collection of qualitative data could 
have led to a deeper understanding of the phenomena of belonging in distance students, 
but the scope of the study was limited for the purposes of timing and feasibility.  
 Second, while the survey response rate of 11% is average for surveys 
administered to distance students at OSU, this equates to a sample size of 173 
participants, which is limiting for a quantitative survey-based study. This is partly due to 
the eligibility criteria set in place to ensure that students who were surveyed had been at 
the institution long enough to have some experiences that would enable them to 
authentically answer the questions about belonging. The eligibility criteria were 
determined so that quantitative data gathered would be more reliable and qualitative data 
gathered would be richer, assuming that students who had taken at least 24 credits from 
OSU would have had some experiences to share in the open-ended questions. However, a 
lack of participation in the study may also be seen as a marker of low belonging. In future 
studies, especially ones that are purely quantitative, eligibility criteria may not be 
necessary, therefore increasing the sample size and response rates. If eligibility criteria 
were removed, it would be important to capture participants’ progress in terms of credits 
completed so that conclusions could be drawn about how sense of belonging develops 
and changes over time.  
 Third, the sample is racially homogenous, therefore results cannot be broadly 
applied across various populations. While OSU is not wildly diverse in terms of race and 
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ethnicity, a more diverse sample was expected given the population of learners that 
distance education serves. Many studies exist on the contrasting experiences of belonging 
that different racial groups have in higher education (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Strayhorn, 
2012). It is likely that this discrepancy exists for distance learners as well, and that is 
evident in the findings of this study; however, the sample of diverse students is too small 
to generalize findings to specific subgroups. Future qualitative studies can intentionally 
recruit and learn from subgroups of students who likely have very different experiences.   
Suggestions for Future Research 
The results of this study have several implications for future research. This 
section details recommendations for research in the following areas: continued use of the 
UBQ to measure belonging in distance students, richer qualitative study into the 
phenomena of belonging in distance students, and longitudinal studies tracking belonging 
scores and retention, persistence, and completion of distance students. However, one 
initial suggestion for future research would be further inquiry and analysis of the data 
collected for this study. Conducting a deeper dive into each individual survey response to 
develop a better understanding of how each student experienced belonging to the 
university would be worthwhile, but it was outside of the scope of this study. Findings 
could be foundational to creating distance student belonging profiles that represent how 
different students may view, need, or experience belonging to the institution from a 
distance.  
 First, future studies replicating or expanding on this study to continue using the 
perceived belonging questions as well as the UBQ to measure belonging in distance 
students would help to confirm the findings that both tools do in fact measure belonging 
SENSE OF BELONGING FROM A DISTANCE 
 
139 
in distance learners and that they do experience some belonging to the institution. While 
OSU’s distance learner population is representative of national demographics in online 
learning, specifically in terms of age and gender, future studies at other sites could 
provide opportunities for more racially diverse samples, therefore addressing one of the 
aforementioned limitations of this study. With continued study and testing, the UBQ 
could become a universal tool for measuring belonging in all university students, with 
increased validity and reliability across populations.  
 Second, additional qualitative studies focused on developing a deeper 
understanding of the phenomena of belonging in distance students would be helpful in 
discerning the nuanced differences in experienced belonging between traditional campus-
based students and adult online learners and developing belonging profiles of distance 
students. Studies utilizing focus groups or interviews to learn more about student 
experiences would be helpful in generating a larger theory around sense of belonging in 
distance students and how it is fostered in an online environment. Additionally, 
researchers identifying courses where students report high belonging and examine how 
those courses are structured may lead to findings focused on elements of course desing 
and instruction that may contribute to belonging. Finally, qualitative studies focused on 
identifying worst practices or things institutions are doing unintentionally that 
communicate to students that they do not matter. 
 Finally, large-scale quantitative longitudinal studies tracking belonging scores and 
other success metrics—retention, persistence, and completion—to identity relationships 
should be conducted. This study revealed that belonging scores and intent to persist were 
positively correlated; however, linking actual persistence and completion data to 
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belonging scores would provide strong evidence to persuade universities to invest in 
strategies that foster a sense of belonging in distance learners. Large-scale longitudinal 
studies would also be useful in exploring how sense of belonging develops and changes 
over time and if those changes are connected to specific institutional efforts intended to 
bolster belonging among distance learners. 
 In summary, Chapter 5 presents five key findings: (a) There is potential for the 
UBQ to be used to measure distance student belonging; (b) Distance students experienced 
a sense of belonging to the institution, and it was correlated to their overall satisfaction, 
net promoter score, and intent to persist; (c) Faculty and staff relationships were key to 
distance students’ sense of belonging; (d) Attending university events, locally or from a 
distance, increased distance students’ sense of belonging to the institution; and (e) White 
students experienced a stronger sense of belonging to the institution than students 
belonging to other groups. Recommendations are made regarding faculty engagement 
and programmatic changes that could improve belonging in distance students. The use of 
belonging as a success metric for institutions to track and make decisions is also 
recommended. Additionally, Chapter 5 cited limitations of this study as well as 
suggestions for further research into belonging in distance learners.  
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Appendix B: Adult Consent Form 
 
RESEARCH CONSENT FORM 
 
Study Title: Sense of belonging from a distance: How online students describe, perceive, 
and experience belonging to the institution 
Principal Investigator: Marleigh Perez 
Study team: Rebecca Thomas 
 
The Oregon State University Ecampus Student Success Team is inviting you to take part 
in a research study about sense of belonging in distance students. This study is meant to 
better understand how distance students describe and experience belonging to the 
institution and how that sense of belonging may impact their intent to persist at the 
university. This study has been approved by Oregon State University’s Institutional 
Review Board. 
  
We are asking you if you want to be in this study because you were identified as an 
Ecampus degree-seeking undergraduate student who enrolled in at least one online 
course in spring 2019 or summer 2019 that has completed at least 24 credits at OSU. 
You should not be in this study if you do not meet those requirements.  
 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and confidential and your 
answers will only be reported in the aggregate. Submission of this survey represents 
your consent to participate in this study. You may choose to leave the study at any time 
prior to submission of the survey. Your decision to take part or not take part in this 
study will not affect your grades, your relationships with your professors, or your 
standing in the University.   
 
The study activity includes participation in a confidential online survey where your 
participation will last about 7-10 minutes. This research will be used for purposes of the 
researcher’s dissertation and publication.  
 
There is a chance we could disclose information that identifies you. The security of data 
collected online cannot be guaranteed. The study team has attempted to minimize risk 
to the study participants. All records and data collected as part of this study will be kept 
in a confidential environment. The information collected in this online survey will not be 
used or distributed for future research studies. 
 
 
Due to the nature of the topic of belonging, it is possible that some study questions may 
bring up negative experiences or memories. If you experience this, you may reach out to 
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the OSU Counseling and Psychological Services office (541-737-2131) or the Ecampus 
Student Success office (800-667-1465). 
 
While it is not known if you will benefit from being in this study, your participation will 
help us better understand belonging in distance students, and therefore fill a gap in 
existing research that does not include distance students. The study will inform us of the 
needs of students and what aspects of the online student experience contribute most to 
a sense of belonging.  
 
If you withdraw from this study before the submission of the survey, any data collected 
up to that point will not be used in the analysis and will be destroyed.  
 
 
You will not be paid for being in this research study. Upon completion of the survey, 
participants will be redirected to a separate and optional form to enter a raffle to win 
one of three $25 visa gift cards.   
 
We would like you to ask us questions if there is anything about the study that you do 
not understand. You can contact Marleigh Perez, Director of Student Success for 
Ecampus at Oregon State University (marleigh.perez@oregonstate.edu). If you have any 
questions about your rights or welfare as a study participant, you may contact the 
Human Research Protection Program at 541-737-8008 or irb@oregonstate.edu.  
 
You also may contact Tom Ordeman, Data Protection Officer, dpo@oregonstate.edu, 
541-737-9341, Oregon State University A008 Kerr Administration Building, Corvallis, OR 
97331-4501. 
 
Notice for participants outside of the United States: US data privacy laws have not been 
deemed adequate by the European Commission.  
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Appendix C: Online Survey 
Ecampus belonging survey 
 
 
Start of Block: Introduction and consent 
 
The Oregon State University Ecampus Student Success Team is inviting you to take part 
in a research study about sense of belonging in distance students. This study is meant to 
better understand how distance students describe and experience belonging to the 
institution and how that sense of belonging may impact their intent to persist at the 
university. This study has been approved by Oregon State University’s Institutional 
Review Board. 
  
 We are asking you if you want to be in this study because you were identified as an 
Ecampus degree-seeking undergraduate student who enrolled in at least one online course 
in spring 2019 or summer 2019 that has completed at least 24 credits at OSU. You should 
not be in this study if you do not meet those requirements.  
  
 Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and confidential and your 
answers will only be reported in the aggregate. Submission of this survey represents your 
consent to participate in this study. You may choose to leave the study at any time prior 
to submission of the survey. Your decision to take part or not take part in this study will 
not affect your grades, your relationships with your professors, or your standing in the 
University.   
  
 The study activity includes participation in a confidential online survey where your 
participation will last about 7-10 minutes. This research will be used for purposes of the 
researcher’s dissertation and publication.  
  
 There is a chance we could disclose information that identifies you. The security of data 
collected online cannot be guaranteed. The study team has attempted to minimize risk to 
the study participants. All records and data collected as part of this study will be kept in a 
confidential environment. The information collected in this online survey will not be used 
or distributed for future research studies. 
  
 Due to the nature of the topic of belonging, it is possible that some study questions may 
bring up negative experiences or memories. If you experience this, you may reach out to 
the OSU Counseling and Psychological Services office (541-737-2131) or the Ecampus 
Student Success office (800-667-1465). 
  
 While it is not known if you will benefit from being in this study, your participation will 
help us better understand belonging in distance students, and therefore fill a gap in 
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existing research that does not include distance students. The study will inform us of the 
needs of students and what aspects of the online student experience contribute most to a 
sense of belonging.  
  
 If you withdraw from this study before the submission of the survey, any data collected 
up to that point will not be used in the analysis and will be destroyed. 
  
 You will not be paid for being in this research study. Upon completion of the survey, 
participants will be redirected to a separate and optional form to enter a raffle to win one 
of three $25 visa gift cards.   
  
 We would like you to ask us questions if there is anything about the study that you do 
not understand. You can contact Marleigh Perez, Director of Student Success for 
Ecampus at Oregon State University (marleigh.perez@oregonstate.edu). If you have any 
questions about your rights or welfare as a study participant, you may contact the Human 
Research Protection Program at 541-737-8008 or irb@oregonstate.edu.  
  
 You also may contact Tom Ordeman, Data Protection Officer, dpo@oregonstate.edu, 
541-737-9341, Oregon State University A008 Kerr Administration Building, Corvallis, 
OR 97331-4501. 
  
 Notice for participants outside of the United States: US data privacy laws have not been 
deemed adequate by the European Commission.  
  
 Thank you for being part of this study. 
  
 
End of Block: Introduction and consent 
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On a scale from 1-10, how would you rate your overall satisfaction with your educational experience at 
OSU? 
o Extremely dissatisfied 1   (1)  
o 2  (2)  
o 3  (3)  
o 4  (4)  
o 5  (5)  
o 6  (6)  
o 7  (7)  
o 8  (8)  
o 9  (9)  
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On a scale from 1-10, how likely are you to recommend online courses at OSU to a friend or colleague? 
o Not likely at all  1   (1)  
o 2  (2)  
o 3  (3)  
o 4  (4)  
o 5  (5)  
o 6  (6)  
o 7  (7)  
o 8  (8)  
o 9  (9)  
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Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement below. 
 Strongly disagree (1) Disagree (2) Neutral (3) Agree (4) 
Strongly agree 
(5) 
As an online 
student at 
OSU, I feel a 
real sense of 
belonging in 
my classes (1)  
o  o  o  o  o  
As an online 
student at 
OSU, I feel 
like I really 
matter (2)  
o  o  o  o  o  
As an online 
student at 





o  o  o  o  o  
As an online 
student at 




about me as a 
person (4)  
o  o  o  o  o  
As an online 
student at 
OSU, I feel 
like staff are 
there for me 
(5)  
o  o  o  o  o  
 
 
Below is a list of statements that may or may not be true about your experience as an OSU Ecampus 
student. Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement using the responses provided. Think 
carefully and respond honestly as there is no "wrong" answer.   
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 Strongly disagree (1) Disagree (2) Agree (3) Strongly agree (4) 
I take pride in 
wearing OSU's 
colors (1)  o  o  o  o  
I tend to associate 
myself with OSU 
(2)  o  o  o  o  
One of the things I 
like to tell people 
about is OSU  (3)  o  o  o  o  
I feel a sense of 
pride when I meet 
or read about 
someone from 
OSU (4)  
o  o  o  o  
I would be proud 
to support OSU in 
any way I can in 
the future (5)  
o  o  o  o  
I have OSU 
branded material 
that others can see 
(pens, notebooks, 
bumper sticker, 
etc.) (6)  
o  o  o  o  
I am proud to be 
an OSU student (7)  o  o  o  o  
I watch and/or 
follow OSU 
sporting events in 
order to support 
the university (8)  
o  o  o  o  
I feel "at home" in 
my classes  (9)  o  o  o  o  
I feel like I belong 
to OSU when I 
represent my 
school (10)  
o  o  o  o  
I have found it 
easy to establish 
relationships at 
OSU (11)  
o  o  o  o  
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I feel similar to 
other people in my 









Please tell us about a time you felt a sense of disconnection or being an outsider to OSU.  
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Below is a list of statements that may or may not be true about your experience as an OSU Ecampus 
student. Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement using the responses provided. Think 
carefully and respond honestly as there is no "wrong" answer.   
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activities (1)  
o  o  o  o  
I believe there are 
supportive 
resources available 
to me at OSU (2)  
o  o  o  o  
The OSU 
environment 
provides me an 
opportunity to 
grow (3)  




experiences (4)  
o  o  o  o  
My cultural 
customs are 
accepted by OSU 
(5)  
o  o  o  o  
I believe I have 
enough academic 
support to get me 
through college (6)  
o  o  o  o  
I am satisfied with 
the academic 
opportunities at 
OSU (7)  
o  o  o  o  
OSU values 
individual 
differences (8)  o  o  o  o  
I believe that a 
faculty/staff 
member at OSU 
cares about me (9)  
o  o  o  o  
I feel connected to 
a faculty/staff 
member at OSU 
(10)  
o  o  o  o  
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o  o  o  o  
I feel that a faculty 
member has valued 
my contributions 
in class (12)  
o  o  o  o  
 
 
End of Block: Section 3: University support & Faculty/Staff relations 
 
Start of Block: Section 4: Intentions to persist 
 
Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement below.  
 Strongly disagree (1) Disagree (2) Agree (3) Strongly agree (4) 
I plan to register 
for online courses 
at OSU next term 
(1)  
o  o  o  o  
I am positive that 
I will earn a 
degree from OSU 
(2)  
o  o  o  o  
I often think about 
dropping out of 
OSU's online 
classes (3)  
o  o  o  o  
 
 
End of Block: Section 4: Intentions to persist 
 
Start of Block: Section 5: Demographics 
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Including the current term, how many credits have you completed online at OSU? 
o 24 - 36 credits  (1)  
o 37 - 60 credits  (2)  




What is your current age? 
o 24 years old and under  (1)  
o 25 - 34 years old  (2)  
o 35 - 44 years old  (3)  
o 45 - 54 years old  (4)  




With which gender do you identify? 
o Female  (1)  
o Male  (2)  
o Trans female/Trans woman  (3)  
o Trans male/Trans man  (4)  
o Genderqueer/Gender non-conforming  (5)  
o Different identity (please state)  (6) ________________________________________________ 
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How would you describe yourself (select all that apply)   
o American Indian or Alaska Native  (1)  
o Asian  (2)  
o Black or African American  (3)  
o Hispanic or Latina/o  (4)  
o Middle Eastern or North African  (5)  
o Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander  (6)  
o White  (7)  
o Another race or ethnicity  (8)  
o I prefer not to respond  (9)  
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Appendix D: Researcher Consent for Use of Instrument 
  
Page 1 of 1
Subject: Re: University Belonging Ques3onnaire
Date: Tuesday, January 22, 2019 at 1:39:47 PM Pacific Standard Time













On Jan 22, 2019, at 11:09 AM, Perez, Marleigh <Marleigh.Perez@oregonstate.edu> wrote:
Hi Dr. Slaten,
 
I’m currently in a doctoral program for Educa3onal Leadership and Policy at Portland State 
University.  My research is on sense of belonging in online learners at the post-secondary level.  
I’ve come across some of your work, specifically the University Belonging Ques3onnaire (UBQ) 
and I’m interested in poten3ally using the instrument for my disserta3on as it seems more 
aligned with adult learners than other instruments I’ve come across in the literature. Would you 
be open to sharing the UBQ with me and gran3ng me permission to use it for my research?
 





MARLEIGH PEREZ | Director of Student Success





OSU Ecampus is ranked No. 3 in the na3on by U.S. News & World Report 
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Appendix E: UBQ Modifications 
 
University Belonging Questionnaire  
Below is a list of statements that may or may not be true about 
your experience at college. Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement using 
the responses provided. Think carefully and respond honestly as there is no “wrong” answer. 
(1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=agree, 4=strongly agree) 
1. I feel that a faculty member has valued my contributions in class my courses 
2. My university The OSU online environment provides me an opportunity to grow 
3. I have university OSU branded material that others can see (pens, notebooks, 
bumper sticker, etc.) 
4. I tend to associate myself with my school OSU 
5. I would be proud to support my university OSU in any way I can in the future 
6. I believe there are supportive resources online resources available to me on campus at 
OSU 
7. My university OSU provides opportunities to have diverse experiences online 
experiences 
8. One of the things I like to tell people about is my college OSU 
9. I am satisfied with the academic opportunities at my university available within OSU 
10. I have found it easy to establish relationships at my university within OSU 
11. The university I attend OSU values individual differences 
12. I feel “at home” on campus connected to OSU 
13. I attend watch and/or follow university OSU sporting events in order to support my the 
university 
14. My university OSU provides opportunities to engage in meaningful activities 
15. I feel similar to other people in my major 
16. I believe I have enough academic support to get me through college 
17. I feel connected to a faculty/staff member at my university OSU 
18. I feel a sense of pride when I meet someone from my university OSU off-campus 
19. My cultural customs are accepted at my university by OSU 
20. I am proud to be a student at my university a OSU student 
21. I believe that a faculty/staff member at my university OSU cares about me 
22. I take pride in wearing my university’s OSU’s colors. 
23. I feel that a faculty/staff member has appreciated me 
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Appendix G: IRB Outcome Letter 
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Appendix H: Qualitative Codes 
 
Initial list of structural codes: 
- Belonging 
- Care/lack of 
- Community/lack of 
- Connection/lack of 
- Engagement/lack of 
- Faculty and Staff Relations (FSR) 




- Responsive/lack of 
- University Affiliation (UA) 
- University Support and Acceptance (USA) 
 
Emerged from the data: 
- Acknowledging differences of distance students 
- Belonging is not important 
- Choose not to engage/no desire to connect with others 
- Commonalities with other students/lack of 
- Expected disconnection because of online modality  
- Faculty feedback/lack of 
- Geographic location 
- Not bothered by disconnect 
- On-campus activities/events – both attending and not being able to/included 
- Online modality leads to lack of ______ 
- Poor teaching in online modality 
- Technology access/issues 
- University events 
